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ABSTRACT
JOHN TYLER CLEMONS: The Divine Dilemma: The Development of Puritan Thought
in New England, 1630-1780
(Under the direction of Dr. Shelia Skemp)
As devout Calvinists, the Puritans’ first loyalty to their interpretation of the Bible
put them at odds with the English Crown and the Anglican Church, which demanded
obedience to religious and secular authority above all else. Unwilling to recant, the
Puritans found themselves in a “divine dilemma” with two equally unacceptable options:
continued persecution or open rebellion.
The flight to New England temporarily solved the Puritans’ dilemma by removing
them from the immediate reach of the king and his bishops. Upon their amval in
Massachusetts, the Puritans began constructing a “City on a Hill,” a religiously
homogenous society based upon the principles of Congregationalism. Eventually,
however, the king and the bishops followed the Puritans across the ocean and resumed
their persecution. The controversy between the Puritans and the Anglicans in America
continued for more than a century and prepared the Puritan (and eventually
Congregational) clergy for the American Revolution.
To the Congregational mind, the American Revolution was the final resolution of
the Puritans’ original dilemma. In it the descendants of the Puritans at last accepted the
political ramifications of their initial denial of absolutism: if the king does not reign
absolutely in religious affairs, neither does he reign absolutely in political affairs. The

IV

Massachusetts Congregational clergy therefore embraced the revolutionary cause, and
their influence contributed greatly to its success.
In post-Revolutionary Massachusetts, the Congregationalists enjoyed for the first
time the absolute freedom to create their Congregational polity as they saw fit. By then,
however, a number of other factions had already tainted their “pristine wilderness.” The
Congregationalists did manage to maintain their status as the established church under the
Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, but the original Puritan vision was lost forever.
In the Puritans’ eyes, their mission failed. Yet their response to their unique
dilemma showed remarkable historical continuity. As that response developed, it
contributed significantly to the development of limited government and religious
toleration in American society. In that light, the legacy of the Puritans continues today.
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INTRODUCTION
The Puritans were idealists by definition. They must have been. Who else would
have sailed across the Atlantic Ocean, leaving everything they had ever known behind in
England, to construct a new society in the middle of the uncharted wilderness? As John
Winthrop and company surveyed the rocky New England coastline from the deck of the
Arabella in 1630, they were no doubt struck by just how difficult their task would be.
After all, others had tried before and failed.
But the Puritans—or at least their leaders—were not like the others. They had not
come for money or fame or glory. They were on a mission-

●a divine mission, no less.

Driven from their homeland by a king who refused to listen to their pleas, the Puritans
would settle the dispute over the proper relationship between church and state by
establishing God’s kingdom on earth. The eyes of the entire world would watch them,
Winthrop told them. And God would help them. Of that they were certain.
More than a century and half later, the descendants of the original Puritans found
themselves locked with their fellow American colonists in a revolution against Great
Britain. The colonists were idealists. They must have been. Who else would start a war
with the most powerful nation on earth? In 1778, Phillips Payson ascended to his pulpit in
Boston and reassured his Congregational congregation. The colonists had a mission

a

divine mission, no less. They eyes of the entire world were upon them, Payson assured
his parishioners. And God would help them. Of that they could be certain.

1

These two scenes bracket a remarkable period of development in Puritan New
England. They represent snapshots of two distinctly different time periods defined by
dramatically different events. Yet despite their obvious differences, the scenes are
outstandingly similar. How can such similarities be explained? What drove the Puritans
to New England in the first place? How did they view their relationships with the civil
and religious authorities in England? What forces changed their views of those
relationships? How did they deal with religious diversity within New England itself?
Finally, how did the Puritans’ descendants come to embrace the American Revolution?
The following chapters explore the answers to these questions through an analysis
of the development of Puritan thought concerning the relationship between church and
state throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. The first chapter
lays the foundation for the Puritans’ initial predicament. The second exaimnes the
structure of New England society itself The third investigates the Puritans’ continuing
controversy with the Anglicans, leading to the Revolution, which is explored in the fourth
chapter. Finally, the epilogue analyzes how Puritan (by then Congregational) leaders
responded to independence.
The historical continuity which emerges sheds considerable light on the New
England Puritans’ ongoing struggle to define the respective roles of church and state
within a rapidly changing society. Perhaps more importantly, such a study helps explain
how a rogue band of religious idealists left a lasting legacy for the world.

2

CHAPTER I:
The Divine Dilemma
The curtain of the sixteenth century rose upon tumultuous times in Europe. As the
fires of reformation swept across the continent threatening everything in their path, old
monarchies clung to religious uniformity in a desperate attempt to reign in the
“centrifugal forces of Protestantism.”' Some,such as the rulers of the Bourbon dynasty in
France, maintained and enforced their traditional Catholicism. Others, like the princes of
the various decentralized German states, embraced a particular variety of Protestantism
and imposed it upon their subjects with equal vigor. Regardless of their approach,
however, all governments agreed that freedom of religion, the idea that every subject
could believe whatever his or her conscience dictated, was simply too great a threat to be
permitted. Religious diversity could tear—and in some cases had already tom

entire

kingdoms apart at the seams.
The nation of England was no exception. After breaking with the Roman Catholic
Church under Henry VIH in 1534 for somewhat less than purely religious reasons,
England had experienced decades of religious turmoil under successive Catholic and
Protestant monarchs. The turmoil was finally resolved in 1563 under the reign of
Elizabeth I with the adoption of the Thirty-Nine Articles, an amalgamation of Catholic
and Protestant principles designed as a compronnise to appease the greatest number of

^ Perry Miller, Orthodoxy in Massachusetts:1630-1650(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933), 162.
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subjects. Believing the controversy to be settled, the queen set her bishops about
enforcing religious unity in the realm and promptly turned her attention to other matters.
But the religious debate was far from finished. No sooner had the Thirty-Nine
Articles been adopted than a number of voices arose to condemn them,claiming the
Crown had not gone far enough in reforming the Church of England. Many of the loudest
protests came from individuals who had fled England during Mary Fs bloody attempt to
restore Catholicism to the realm. The largest groups of exiles, led by Scottish reformer
John Knox, became ardent devotees of Swiss reformer John Calvin during their stay in
Geneva. Upon the ascension of Mary’s far more tolerant sister Elizabeth to the English
throne, the exiles returned to England with their newfound Calvinist ideas. Calvinism,
they claimed, excluded compromise with Catholicism by definition. Some of these
individuals broke with the Anglican Church entirely and created their own congregations
in secret. They became the Separatists. Others, however, were

not content to bury their

religious convictions £ind practice them privately. Sharing both the Crown’s emphasis on
obedience and unity and the Separatists’ unrelenting Calvinism, these individuals wished
to purify the Church of England itself. Over time, they became known as the Puritans.
From their inception, the Puritans faced a unique dilemma. They firmly believed
that they were to obey the monarch and that in turn the monarch was to obey God. Under
ideal circumstances, the two would work perfectly together. But the circumstances m
sixteenth-century England were far from ideal for the Puritans; as they saw it, the
monarch lived in explicit disobedience to God due to the structure of the Anglican
Church. As time passed, the Puritans became more vocal in their dissent even as the
Crown became more aggressive in its demands for unity. In the end, trapped between a

4

God who demanded obedience and a king who would not relent, a significant number of
Puritans left England altogether.
The Puritans’ dilemma was rooted in the ambivalence toward civil authority
expressed by their theological hero, John Calvin. In many ways, Calvin’s views on civil
authority were shaped by the sixteenth-century world in which he lived. In 1536, when
the first edition of the Institutes ofthe Christian Religion was published in what is now
Switzerland, the classical European monarchy was entering its prime and monarchs ruled
their countries supremely. Thus Calvin was hardly revolutionary when he declared that
“[Magistrates] have a commission from God,they are invested with divine authority, and,
„2

in fact, represent the person of God, as whose substitutes they in a manner act.
Furthermore, Calvin wrote that “the first duty of all subjects towards their rulers, is to
entertain the most honourable views of their office—we must with ready minds prove
our obedience to them.
Had Calvin left his readers with such statements, Calvinism would have joined
Catholicism in affirming the doctrine of absolute obedience to monarchs. He did not do
so, however. Tucked away in the last paragraph of the final section of the Institutes^
Calvin recorded a seemingly inconsequential passage that was to have monumental
consequences:
[Loyalty to a governor must not] seduce us from obedience to [God], to
whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject, to whose decrees
all their commands ought to yield, to whose majesty all their scepters
ought to submit...If they command anything against him, it ought not to
have the least attention; nor, in this case, ought we to pay any regard to all

^ John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1970),653.
^ Ibid., 668-669.
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that dignity attached to magistrates, to which no injury|s done when it is
subjected to the unrivalled and supreme power of God.
Calvin therefore opened a wedge in the impenetrable facade of obedience through which
the Puritans would neatly slip. A Christian’s first obligation was to God, Calvin said, and
that obligation nullified all others. Henceforth, all resistance to the monarch could be
justified on the grounds that it was religious in nature.
Calvin could make such a bold statement because of his firm belief in the
supremacy of the Bible. Above all, the leaders of the Reformation rejected the Roman
Catholic Church’s doctrine of an infallible church leadership, which they viewed as its
gravest mistake and the primary source of its corruption. Humans were not infallible,
after all, and treating them as though they were infallible had created a hydra of
conflicting doctrines and teachings. The church needed a return to basics, to the
fundamental teachings of the faith without the millennium of intervening developments
and doctrines.
Yet Christianity still needed answers to its biggest questions, and many of the
doctrines the Protestants most detested had been developed specifically to mediate the
faith’s inevitable disputes. In the power vacuum left by the rejection of an infallible
church leadership, the reformers sought an alternate arbiter. They found one in an
infallible Bible, the holy revealed word of God preserved throughout the ages as His
message to His people. In it the reformers found their basics, their fundamentals, their
example of the church as it should have been. The Catholic Church had erred in believing
the Bible insufficient; the reformers corrected the error and promptly pronounced it to be

Ibid., 675.
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all the community of believers needed.^ The Bible, Calvin wrote,“obtains the same
credit and authority with believers...as if they heard the very words pronounced by God

Himself.
From that common starting point, the reformers sharply diverged in their opinions
ofjust how all-inclusive the Bible was. Some saw the Bible as demanding obedience only
to its explicit commandments; on matters upon which the Bible remained silent, they
believed, God left human discretion to discern the best course of action. The individual
most commonly suggested to fill these gaps was the monarch, divinely appointed by God
to reign sovereign in all matters both political and ecclesiastical.
To those at the other end of the spectrum, however, the Bible was far more than
just a starting point for the Christian faith. It contained the entirety of God’s plan for
believers’ lives on earth, a self-sufficient and all-inclusive guide for living a Christian
life. An explicit Biblical mandate was necessary for all conduct. If an institution

or

practice was not in the Bible, it had no place in the life of the believer or in the Church.
Among those who subscribed to the latter view were the ill-defined “Puritans” of
England. The term originally referred broadly to any of the various sects who believed
that some aspect of the Church of England should be reformed. At one point the word
“Puritan” even referred to any individual of particular piety. As the movement developed,
however, the term came to refer to those Englishmen who wished to abolish the complex
hierarchy of the Anglican Church and establish in its place an alternative system
namely Congregationalism.^ Such a system,so the party believed, would bring the church
back in line with the teachings of the Bible. “The Churche of God is the house of God,”
^ Miller, 15-17.
® Calvin, 75.
^ Miller, 22-22.
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Dudley Fenner insisted in 1584,“and therefore ought to bee directed in all things by the
Housholder himselfe: Which order is not to bee learned else-where, but in his Holy
worde.
The Puritans measured the Church of England against the rod of the Bible and
found it severely lacking. They thought that far from the example of the early church, the
Anglican Church was a hodgepodge of compromise designed to please the greatest
number of men rather than God. The Puritans looked at the Church of England—^with its
bishops and ceremonies, vestments and institutions—and declared it to be full of the
superfluous pomp and luxury which defined Catholicism. Henry Vin may have rid
England of the Pope and his Catholic theology, but the pragmatic king had no intentions
of needlessly dismantling so effective an administrative structure. To Puritan eyes, the
Church was still clothed in the satanic garments of popery.
Using Calvin’s concept of the nullification of civil ordinances contrary to the will
of God, the Puritans were vocal in their disapproval of the Anglican Church. Writing for
the Puritans in 1572, London clergymen Thomas Wilcox and John Field sharply
criticized the Church of England in An Admonition to Parliament. The solemn duty of the
pnglish government, Wilcox and Field charged, lay “not only in abandoning all popish
Remnants both in ceremonies and in regiment, but also in bringing in and placing in Gods

;hurch those things only, which the Lord himself in his word commandeth.”^ The

titans were willing to admit that perhaps the magistrates had erred out of ignorance;
simply did not know what God required. But the Word of God was clear, and the

Dudley Fenner, A briefe and plaine declaration, concerning the desires of ail thosefaithful! ministers, that
ave and do seekefor the discipline and reformation of the Church ofEngiande(London, 1584), 1.
John Field & Thomas Wilcox,"An Admonition to the Parllarrient," In Puritan Manifestoes, ed. W.H. Frere
I C.E. Douglas(London: Church Historical Society, 1954),8.
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problems in the church were flagrant. Once the Puritans had made plain the various
abuses of the church, those sins transformed from ignorant errors to outright rebellion.
The Crown was left without excuse before God.
Wilcox and Field defined the Puritan standard for a godly church polity in three
parts. “The outwarde marks whereby a true Christian church is knowne,” they
admonished,“are preaching of the worde purely, ministering of the sacraments sincerely,
and ecclesiastical discipline which consisteth in admonition and correction of faults
severelie.

10

The ministers then proceeded to enumerate the ways in which the Anglican

Church fell far short of such standards.
The Puritans conceded that much of the doctrine of the Church of England was
biblically sound. Yet the church had made a fatal error in believing that it could divorce
the doctrine of the church from its essential structure. The bishops, as Walter Travers
would assert decades later, had “divided and separated asunder the Doctrine and
Discipline of the Gospel; two things which both by their owne nature, and also by the
commandment of God are to be joined together,

One result of such a separation was

the proliferation of bishops who,in the Puritans’ view, had no business whatsoever in the
Church. Wilcox and Field explained: “Although it must be confessed that the substance
of doctrine by many delivered is sound and good, yet here in it faileth, that neither the
„12

ministers thereof are according to God’s worde proved, elected, called, or ordained.
The Puritans blasted the bishops for all manner of vices. Contrary to the teachings
of the Bible and the practice of the early church, bishops were chosen for purely political
reasons and were often interested solely in their own gain. They often bought their own
10

Ibid., 9.
Walter Tracers, A full and plaine declaration of Ecclesiasticall Discipline(Leyden, 1617), 103.
12
Field & Wilcox,9.

11

9

offices and abused or neglected their congregations, becoming more akin to wolves than
shepherds. They distinguished themselves not by learning or godly living, but “by popish
and Anitchristian apparel, as cap, gowne,tippet, etc.” They became rich and lazy, and
“therefore titles, livings, and offices by Antichrist devised are given to them, as
Metropolitane, Archbishoppe, Lordes grace, Lorde Bishop, Suffragan, Deane,
Archdeacon, Prelate of the garter, Earle, Countie Palatine, Honor, High commissioners.
Justices of the peace and Quorum,etc.

13

Such excesses naturally affected the authority of the clergy. The Puritans charged
that far from being preachers and expounders of God’s Word,the Anglican bishops had
become mere readers, never challenging their parishioners or offering them any godly
wisdom that could be applied to their lives. Their sermons, given only once a month,
were more often peppered with “homilies, articles, injunctions, etc.” than with Scripture.
They were bound to uphold a prescribed order of service through a Book of Common
Prayer which contained errors explicitly contrary to the Bible. The degradation had
become so great that “now princes pleasures, mennes devices, popish ceremonies, and
14

Antichristian rites [were] in publique pulpit defended.
Furthermore, the sacraments which the bishops administered still bore the taints
of Catholicism. “Popish innovations” touched every part of a believer’s life—from
communion to baptism to marriage to burial. The Puritans addressed each of these in
turn, holding up each to the scrutiny of the practices of the early church. The
discrepancies they found gave them further cause to

implore the Anglicans to reform the

Church of England. The only hope for the church was to abolish the old system and
13
14

Ibid., 9-11.
Ibid., 11-12.
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establish an entirely different one in its place. Wilcox and Field issued a solemn warning
to Parliament: “These and a great meanie other abuses are in the ministrie remaining,
which unlesse they be removed and the truth be brought in, not only God’s justice shall
15

be powered forth, but also God’s church in this realme shall never be builded.
Fortunately for England, the Puritans had just such a truthful system in mind.
David Fenner summarized the Puritan plan for reform in 1584 with his A briefe and
plaine declaration. Fenner divided the citizens of England concerned with the structure
of the Church into three distinct groups. The first, he said, were blinded by the majesty of
royal power and deferred to the Crown in all ecclesiastical matters, regardless of
contradictions with the Bible. The second group, more “colored in their reasoning,”
allowed the prince to control all “indifferent” matters, i.e., those without an explicit
Biblical mandate. But here, Fenner said, was precisely the problem: the king and his
cronies alone got to determine which matters were indifferent, and they typically applied
the label liberally to whatever sphere they wished to control.
The third group, of which Fenner counted himself a member,consisted of the
Puritans. They decried such theological loopholes. Indeed, Fenner boldly asserted, the
Church could exist without a king at all:
The Church of God was perfect in all her regiment, before there was any
Christian Prince: yea, the Churche of God may stande, and doth stande at
this day in moste blessed estate, where the Civill Magistrates, are not the
greatest favorers. By which, it is manifest, that the regiment and
govemement thereof, dependeth not uppon the authority of Princes, but
upon the ordinaunce of God, who hath most mercifully and wisely so
established the same, that as with the comfortable aide of Christian
Magistrates, it may singulerlie flourish & prosper, so without it, it may
continue, and against the adversaries therof prevail.

16

Ibid., 12.
Fenner,9-10.

11

Far from structuring the Church himself, the king’s duty—according to Fenner
and his Puritan allies—was to enforce God*s structure. The lesson of the past one
thousand years of Church history, the blood-stained sin of popery, had been precisely
what could happen when God’s people became discontented with Christ’s instructions
and attempted to add to His decrees. The result was a perversion both of doctrine, which
deteriorated into “ignorance, heresies, idolatry, and superstition,” and of discipline, which
had degenerated into “intollerable tyrannye and external domination, clean contrarye to
the commandemente of Christ, whereof insued all unbrideled license of ungodly
17

living.
The Puritans’ proposal was nothing less than the abolition of the Church of
England’s structure and the institution of an entirely new—in their minds, old—system.
The new order would consist only of a few offices. The foundational office was that of
the pastors, who would oversee the daily operations of individual congregations. A pastor
was to lead no more than one congregation, one that was not too large for him to
shepherd alone. To compensate for the pastors’ necessarily large number,each
congregation would financially support its own pastor rather than having him rely on the
state for subsistence. The congregations and their pastors were to be linked not by an
ever-ascending hierarchy of bishops culminating in the king, but rather by their common
adherence to the Bible.
The Puritans believed pastors would fulfill vital needs in the lives of their
congregations. First, the pastor would be responsible for instructing his flock in the
correct interpretation of the Bible as it applied to their lives—knowledge which the
Puritans found woefully lacking in English society. Second, pastors would provide
Ibid., 13.

12

powerful examples of godly lives to confront the sinful practices rampant in England.
The Puritans laid the blame for such debauchery at the feet of the Anglican bishops, who
were too lenient on their wayward congregations. “For therefore a great number can so
well away with [the Anglican service],” Fenner reprimanded,“because it doth not
sharpely reproove them of theire sinnes, nor disclose the secreates of their heartes, but
that they maye continue still in all kinde of voluptuousnes, and all other kind of
wickednes.
The pastor would be assisted in his duties by a body of elders and deacons, each
one selected by the congregation as a whole. In addition to these, doctors would reside
primarily at universities and would devote themselves entirely to the study of the
Scriptures for the purpose of combating heresy. Together, the collective pastors, elders,
deacons, and doctors of the realm would constitute the Synod, which was vested by God
with all ecclesiastical authority.“We holde that the Synode of everye Province, hath
»19

authority to decree concerning ceremoniall orders of the Church.

The Puritans placed such demands before the Crown in full faith that they would
be immediately accepted. The Bible was simply too clear about such matters, the
common sense of the Puritans’ arguments was just too strong, to permit any other
response. In the event that the Crown did not accept their demands, however, the Puritans
were ready to suffer. “If this cannot be obtained,” Wilcox and Field wrote to Parliament,
“we will by God’s grace addresse ourselves to defend his truth by suffring, and willingly
»20

lay our heads to the blocke.

18

Ibid., 68.
Ibid., 119.
20
Field & Wilcox, 36.
19

13

If the Puritans were

so willing to die for their beliefs, the Anglican clergy were

equally prepared to give them the opportunity to do so. In a point by point refutation of
Wilcox and Field’s Admonition, Archbishop John Whitgift accused the Puritans of
ruthlessly and intentionally skewing the Bible to support their own positions: “First,in
that booke the scripture is most untollerably abused, and unleamedly applyed, quoted
only in their margent to delude both such, as for lacke of learning, cannot, and suche, as
either for slouthfulnesse or some prejudicate opinion, will not, examine the same.„21
Furthermore, Whitgift asserted that the Puritans’ primary argument-the
unlawfulness of something not directly commanded by the Bible- ■to be a grievous
logical fallacy. First, it ignored the fact that the historical and social contexts of the time
in which the Bible was written differed

markedly from those of sixteenth century

England. Second, such a view rendered the effective functioning of the Church
practically impossible. Exactly what time of day does the Bible command communion be
taken? Whitgift asked sardonically. He then answered his own question: the Bible is
silent about such matters. Clinging to Biblical literalism as the Puritans did would
undermine centuries of Church traditions that had ari
ansen precisely to fill the gaps of the
Bible’s silence. “If this argumente were good,’’ Whitgift charged, then all good lawes
and ordinances made for the advancing of true religion and establishing of good orders.
were to be abolished, whiche were the

very roote and welspri ng of stubbomesse.

obstinacie, sedition, disobedience, and confusion
It

was the charge of disobedience which the Anglicans levied most frequently and

effectively against the Puritans. After all, Calvin himself had
called th e king God’s
John Whitgift, An answere to a certen libel intituled
Ibid.
An admonition to the Parliament (London, 1573).

14

T
representative on earth. As such, obedience to the king bore the force of a divine
mandate. If they placed so much emphasis upon obedience to God, why did the Puritans
persist in disobeying His regent after the king had made his wishes and decisions clear?
For the Anglicans, there could only be one answer: the Puritans were schismatics.“He is
schismaticai;’ Whitgift explained,“which consentinge with the Churche in all articles of
salvation and of substance, yet nevertheless varieth therefi-om in
i orders and ceremonies.
and for the same contendeth with the Church.”^^
To underline such charges of schism, the Anglicans frequently compared the
English Puritans to the Anabaptists of the Holy Roman Empire. The Anabaptists also
clung to Biblical literalism; they too declared the

Protestant church insufficienUy

reformed. They decried the evil pervasive in contemporary society and declared that civil
magistrates had no authority to meddle in ecclesiastical matters. In the end, their radical
views led the Anabaptists to seize control of the German city of Munster for eighteen
months in an attempt to establish what thev caw ac
;a i
● ●
wiidi iney saw as the ideal Chnstian commonwealth. “I
leave the application hereof to youre wisedomes, who easily can conjecture, what kind of
24

men they be that come nearest to those steps [in England], Bishop Whitgift warned,
His implication was clear: Puritanism would lead

to rebellion in England just as

Anabaptism had in the Holy Roman Empire.
Whitgift found further proof of his
comparison in the Puritan concept of a synod
possessing absolute religious authority contrary to the wishes of the king. The bishop
dismissed the idea summarily:
Nowe you come to the nnint
shoote at, to spoyle the magLtmte of all
6 ate of all authorise in things indifferent,
Ibid.
Ibid.

15

especially in ecclesiasticall matters...I will thus briefly answere to your
bare words...that this your assertion is both Anabaptisticall, and
25
Papisticall, and contrarie also to the worde of God, and all learning.
The Puritans fiercely denied such charges. They had no desire to disestablish the
state church; indeed, they could not be happy until their views had been adopted as the
State church. The Puritans were

perfectly happy with the king’s position as the defender

of the faith; they simply wanted him to be the defender of their faith. Just as in Anglican
theology, antinomianism had no place in Puritan theology. Wilcox and Field professed a
deep abhorrence of all those who “rejecte magistrates, despise aucthoritie, bringe in
equalitie among all men, and would have all things in common and no man to be riche.»,26
Both Elizabeth I and her successor, James I, agreed with the Anglican bishops,
however. Acquiescence to the Puritans’ demands

was too great a threat to their authority

to permit. Besides, adopting the Puritans’ plan could
balance the Anglican Church had been designed to

upset the already tenuous religious

maintain. Perhaps it is not surprising,

then, that the monarchs wasted no time i
in squelching such opposition. James I made his
position clear in 1604: “If once [the bishops]

were out, and [the Puritans] in place, I
»27

knowe what would become of my Supremacie. No Bishop, no King.
With the

crown thus firmly on their side,the Anglicans redoubled their efforts to
enforce unity in the realm. In 1604,the bishops codified the various laws and ordinances
governing the church into the Canons, which

contained some measures that were

specifically anti-Puritan in nature. The Anglicans bluntly stated that the Bible was not the
only source of law for the church, nor had it
ever been intended to be so. They recognized
the traditions of the church and the decisions of the early

councils as equally valid and

Ibid.
Field & Wilcox, 87.
27
William Barlow,
The Summe and Substance ofthe Conference(London, 1604).
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binding, and even claimed that more secular sources-“arguments from reason, nature,
from the law of nations, or from the character and origin of public society’

could be

reliable in certain instances.

Nor were the Anglicans content merely to challenge the Puritans intellectually.
The reassertion of Anglican doctrine was

accompanied by an increased persecution

within the churches themselves. Bishops deliberately forced Puritans to participate in
rituals which the reformers considered heretical.

The bishops forced the Puritans to play

games on Sundays Ihemby desecrating the Sabbath; the,telused to Jet them lake the
Lord's Supper around a.able and instt.d us«l rbe alrru; flre,insisted upon using
instruments and liturgies which the Puritans

considered Catholic in origin and nature. In

short, “[the bishops] seemed to be
systematically outraging every Puritan sensibility,
The Puritans were thus caught in an

i28

unenviable predicament: “Then see, I beseech

you, into what perplexities you cast yourselves,

Francis Mason charged in 1605. “If you

should conforme, you tell us that you should si
sinne, because it is against your conscience;
and if you doe not conforme, wee must tell
you that you sinne, because it is unjustifiable
«29

disobedience.

If the king would only hear their arguments and understand their beliefs,

the Puritans could live in peace in the realm. But both
the Crown’s unrelenting emphasis on absolutism
compromise. Peaceful coexistence simply

the Puritans’ unique position and

precluded the possibility of

was not an option. The Church of England

would either be Anglican or Puritan, but it could

not be both simultaneously. Firm in

their refusal to recant, the Puritans seemed left wi
with only two equally disagreeable
options: continued persecution or open rebellion
Miller, 44.
Francis Mason, The Authority of the Church in rnni^mn
indifferent. And the Obedience thereunto required
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concerning things

It was then, at the
moment when the Puritan dilemma seemed most insoluble, that
a third option presented itself. The Puritans’

next step would take them thousands of

miles across the Atlantic Ocean into difficulties harsher than any they could have
foreseen. Yet it would also provide them with the opportunity to transform their visions
of.godly socle,y imo.legible icll.y ft
,

,be prying eyes of m,onsympaMe

king and his merciless bishops. And so the Puritans, Bibles in
i hand,embarked from
England to carve out a place for God’s kingdom on earth on the craggy shores of
Massachusetts Bay.
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CHAPTER II;

The Third Option
The flight into the wilderness offered the Puritans the best of both worlds. Their
distance from England allowed them to

enact their own vision of Congregationalism

without the meddlesome interference of the king and his bishops. But because their
charter was a legal function of the English

government, they remained English subjects;

and because they had declared no formal
separation from the Church of England, their
coneregalions remained Anjlrem, i„

^

^

the Allanlic Ocean allowed (he Puriians to enjoy Jefacio separation while remaining de
jure loyal citizens of the Crown and members of the

Church of England. For the moment.

at least, the divine dilemma appeared to be solved
Yet the Puritans by no means intended for the solution to be temporary. In the
virgin forests of New England they would at last construct the society for which the
reformers had longed. By their pristine example,the Crown would at last learn the error
of its

ways. The Puritans’ goal from the beginning, as historian Perry Miller has written.

was “in short, to demonstrate conclusively that Congregationalism could and should be a
»30

competent state religion.

John Winthrop, the unofficial leader of the new colony, made

the case clear in 1630: “For we must consider that

we shall be as a City upon a hill. The

»»31

eyes of all people are upon us.

Miller, 150.
John Winthrop,/I Mocfe//o/C/)rrst/onC/7or/tv(Boston iaqo u
http://history.hanover.edu/texts/winthmod.html(accessed FebrlTr^*25 2oT^^^
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The early Puritans were cautious i
in their construction of their City on a Hill,
however. First, there
was no reason to needlessly antagonize an already-hostile monarch,
even if he was on the other side of the
ocean. Winthrop expliciUy discouraged the written
codification of the laws and practices of the new

society that flagrantly violated the

wishes of the Crown and the terms of the Puritans’ charter. Richard Mather was

decidedly„„dipto.,ic,to Wi„h,pp

to a

group of English Puritans that in New England,

at least, written laws discouraged

Christians from finding truth in its true source, the Bible
There was also a much simpler reason for the Puritans’ caution: their proposed
system lacked any real precedent whatsoever. What they were attempting to do had never
been done before. Of course they were certain that i
it could indeed be done, but ideas
.hidh had

stnkingl,

looked dangerously difficult when time
came to put them into practice in New England,
Rather than attempting to resolve all their difficulti
es at once, the early Puritans preferred
to face unforeseen problems as they arose, each time

returning to the fundamental tenets

of their unique set of beliefs. Repeatedly, the Puritans would find that their naive zeal for
reform clashed with the reality of organizing and

operating a viable society.

For the moment, as the Puritans ventured forth from England,that zeal remained
as fervent as ever. Yet even
thousands of miles from London,the Puritans were careful to
avoid all appearances of heresy. The Puritans’
public relations campaign began before
their

ships even landed in Massachusetts. Writing aboard th,Arabella on April 7, 1630,

John Winthrop assured the English Puritans:

Miller, 148-149.
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Howsoever your charitie may have met with some occasion of
discouragement through the misreport of our intentions, or through the
“
onhose'th
f
Z
\
perfection in this world; yet we desire you
would be pleased to take notice of the principals, and body of our
company, as those who esteeme it our honour, to call the Church of
tngland, from whence wee rise,our deare Mother..
Winthrop’s letter highlighted the New England Puritans’
First, they adamantly denied that they

two most feared allegations.

were utopian in their sentiments. The Kingdom of

Heaven would be established, so they taught, only when Christ returned at the end of
days to retake His seat on the earthly throne of David,

Sin would unfortunately exist until

judgment day. In the meantime, however, the Puritans i
intended to make things as perfect
as they possibly could in New England.
By far the cornerstone of early Puritan dogma, however. was their stubborn
insistence upon Non-separatism. To refute the second allegation of schism,

the early

Puritans wrote and preached more extensively about this position than any other.^"^ The
New England Puritan clergymen insisted that their

congregations were loyal members of

the Church of England, and they quickly silenced all

assertions to the contrary. The

Puritans’ new vantage point no doubt influenced their outlook: When viewed from across
the chasm of the ocean, the abuses which they had
longer seemed quite so severe. The transition had
they said, but rather from good to better churches

so passionately decried in England no

not been from bad to good churches.
Congregations in England are truly

John Winthrop, The humble request ofHis MaiestiP^ /«.//,// i, ●
gonefor New-England to the rest of their brethren in nnH nflh
1^
company late
their prayers, and the removall ofsuspitions, and misconstructLc Tth
of
3
misconstructions of their intentions(The Arabella , 1630),
See Miller, 150.
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Churches having an implicite convenant,

John Cotton sternly rebuked Roger Williams,

No voyce of Christ hath declared the Churches ofEngland to be false Churches.»35
Just as the Puritans’
newfound distance from England allowed them to gloss over
the problems inherent in the Anglican Church,it also reenergized their firm belief that the
Church of England refused to reform simply out of ignorance. Against all reason, the
bishops and the Crown had stubbornly resisted the Puritans’ arguments. Once the
Puritans had enacted their vision of a godly society on the shores of New England,
however, the Anglicans would have no choice but to admit the
City on a Hill would be the irrefutable

argument, the final proof in the endless debate.

Thus Non-separatism allowed the
p»nx»e. The

error of their ways. The

experiment in the wilderness to take on a dual

was,.i,c simply

^

To outsiders looking in, this appeared to be
a clear break with the Anglican Church. By
maintaining the doctrine of Non-separatism, however.

the experiment became the logical

outgrowth of the Puritans’ original intention of the reforming

the Church of England. The

Puritans’ mission had become their argument
Nevertheless, despite all their insistence that their

congregations remained part of

the Church of England in theory, the New England Puritans immediately
i
set about the
creation of churches that sharply diverged from the abhorred

practices of the Anglican

Church. In all instances, the goal was
a return to the practices of the early church as
expounded in the New Testament. The process

was so thorough that by 1717, Reverend

John Wise could declare with certainty in his Vindication

ofthe Government ofNew

England Churches that

John Cotton,"A Reply to Mr. Williams"(Boston 16471
oi d- u ..
and Church-Covenant Discussed(London: Benjamin Ailen 1643), 24-26.
^'chard Mather, Church-Government
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Those first ap of the church, it is certain, were many times much
wo"r£
damnable heresies, and many usages in
th^rin^.
y®*
continued in
the constitution of their church order very uniform and apostolical; and it
IS very obvious that these churches in this wilderness, in the essentials of
government, are every way parallel to them.“
By returning to the structure and practices of the

early church, the New England Puritans

believed they transferred the Old Testament covenant to themselves. The Puritans
the “New Israel,” God’s chosen people, and their mission

were

was God’s mission. So long as

they proved faithful, God would ensure their vi
victory. On the other hand,if they veered
astray, punishment was an ever-present threat. “The

eyes of all people are uppon us.

Winthrop warned.

u^ndeSel

deale falsely with our God in this worke wee have

shaM^frar. r "'“f ™

P^-^^^nt help from us, wee

the facL ofm^v oTr^i^
world.-.-Wee shall shame
turned into curqpc
° ^ worthy servants, and cause theire prayers to be

"h"t

■"

„u, ft, g„„, „

In N,w Enslnnd moft ftan „„ ft,
ft, Bible „ ft, fnndftnnnfti ftl, f„,

^
^

William Ames’ assertion that the Scriptures were
Faith, and manners.

^

not a partiall, but a perfect rule of

»38

Furthermore, just as they had asserted im England, the Puritans

maintained that the Bible’s teachings were self-evident to all. The idea that two honest
individuals could read the same passage in gnoH faith
t' aagc m good taith and come up with two different
interpretations was utterly foreign to them. After all, the Bible
was clearly written in plain

John Wise, Vindication of the Government
of New England Churches (Boston: Congregational Board of
Publication, 1860), 7.
Winthrop, A Modell of Christian Charity, 47.
William Ames, The Marrow of Sacred Divinity (London 1643), 150.
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language for all to read and
understand. And above all, God Himself would not permit
such confusion
among His chosen people.
The practical application of such

a policy was the complete lack of religious

toleration in Massachusetts,
s- The New England Puritans imbued the dream of Christian
unity with the force of a divine
interpretation of the Scriptures

mandate; anyone who disagreed with the Puritan leaders’
was nothing more than heretic. Ames explained that

manifestly revpa^H"'*^
manifeste^rto h *"
opposeth
naughtinesse of hi^ ^

^

^^e truth is not onely
sufficiently propounded, and
either
Scnpture, and will not through the

ready to captivate all his understanding and reason unto Scripture.39
The Puritans did not consider themselves bigots any more than those who
prosecute murderers do. Liberty of conscience

was a cornerstone of their dogma. They

simply believed that the consciences of all who honestly sought the truth would lead them
only to one thing—namely, the Puritan i
interpretation of the Bible.Seen from this light,
the Puritans’ expulsion of individuals who disagreed with the established orthodoxy was
not persecution; it was actually mercy. “After

once or twice Admonition, the Heretick

cannot but be convinced in his owne Conscience., If such a man after such admonition
shall still persist in the Error of his
way, and be therefore punished, he is not persecuted
for the cause of Conscience, but for si
sinning against his Conscience,” Richard Mather
instructed."^^ The Puritans, of course, did

not presume to know what an individual’s

conscience might direct him or her to do, but Christ did

Because the Puritan’s orthodoxy

was not their own but rather God’s,thev haH n,,
■ i.
mey had no choice but to enforce it.

Ames, Conscience With the Power and Cases ThereofILonrlnr,
1643), bk. IV., 10, quoted in Miller, 166.
Mather,62.
●'
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To permit the practice of a variant religion within the boundaries of the colony,
therefore, would be to admit the possibility that the Puritan founders might have been
wrong. And if even the possibility existed that they were indeed wrong, the Bible would
at once be opened to all manner of varying interpretations. The very idea was ridiculous
to the Puritans. Thus Richard Mather could flaUy tell a group of Presbyterians who
humbly requested permission to set up a congregation within the colony that if the
interpretation
which we here practice, be (as we are perswaded of it) the same which
1
therefore unalterable...we see not how another
can be lawfull; and therefore if
,.
^ company of people shall come hither,
an
ere set up and practice another, we pray you thinke not much,if we
cannot pronuse to approve of them.^*
The Puritans
opposed religious diversity on more than theological grounds.
however. From a practical standpoint, they saw such a policy as simply untenable for the
infant colony. The history of Protestantism

was rife with examples of the perils of

allowing multiple denominations to exist within the same territory. If powerful nations
such as England, France, and Holland had been unable to restrain the “centrifugal forces
of Protestantism” once let loose, how could a tiny group of Puritans in an uncharted
wilderness with no viable military to speak of hope to do so? A synod concluded in 1635
that religious diversity would “not only provoke God and destroy the peace of the
churches, but also dissolve the continuity of the State
Thus, to paraphrase Miller, the persecuted of England became the persecutors of
New England. The transition represented

no glaring inconsistency in the Puritans’

manner of thinking. They had vigorously opposed repression in England not because
41

Ibid., 83.
Miller, 163.
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repression was wrong per se, but because the

correct views had been the ones being

repressed. Congregationalism in Puritan form had always been intended to be a state
religion, complete with state authority to enforce uniformity. Now that the Puritans were
at the helm in Massachusetts, they could begin enforcing their orthodoxy with vigor upon
dissenters in their midst. For the Puritans, the difference between persecution and
enforcing God’s will rested upon whose definition of orthodoxy one adopted.
or practical reasons, however,Puritan society was not as religiously uniform as
its leaders would have preferred. While Winthrop and Mather intended the City on a Hill
to be primarily a religious experiment, it also had

to function as a politically and

economically viable colony. From the outset, Puritan leaders had to accept that those who
could contribute most to the colony’s financial and

military success did not necessarily

share their religious convictions. While Puritans continued to stress moral character in
their selection of colonists, therefore, they also cast a wider net to recruit skilled
individuals to Massachusetts, offering

a compelling mixture of material and ideological

»43

incentives.

The Puritans remained confident that such a measure would not endanger

the success of the colony’s religious mission. As John White wrote from London in 1630,
“Necessity may press some, novelty draw on

others, hopes of gain in time to come may

prevail with a third sort; but that the most and

most sincere and godly part have the

advancement of the Gospel for their main scope I am confident.»44
While the Puritans may have admitted less than saintly characters to the colony
for the sake of its survival, Puritan leaders had nn
r n ●
cduers nad no intention of allowing such individuals
to enter the church. Contrary to the

practices of the Anglican Church,the Puritans did not

43

David Cressy, Coming Over: Migration and Communication between England and New England in the
^venteenth Century(Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres<;' 1987),49.
John White, The Planters Plea(London, 1630).
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hold that a profession of belief and baptism made one a church member with all the
p

ileges thereof. God alone elected members of the church, and baptism merely served

as the outward confirmation of this election.^ This did not mean,of course, that church
attendance was voluntary, all citizens were required to attend the services of the nearest
Puritan congregation each Sunday. But only church members could enjoy the full
privileges of the church, including participaUng in communion and voting on church
matters.

Instead, the Puritans developed a system intended to make visible in this world
the invisible elect of God’s kingdom. In theory, this step was absolutely necessary to the
purification of the Church of England. In practice, however, it proved to be incredibly
difficult. Given the spiritual, internal nature of divine election, even the most zealous
Puritans had to admit that its definite detection

was ultimately impossible. “It is certain,’

Thomas Hooker conceded, “that you can neither

see, nor know,for truth of grace is

>» 46

invisible to man.

The best the church could do

was to hazard an educated guess based

upon external deeds and professions of sincerity, always holding in mind that these did
not necessarily equal real holiness.
The practical effect of the new system was to create two distinct classes in
Massachusetts society with church memh/»rchi«
j- ● t.
membership as the dividing line. In their zeal in
i
England, when the idea existed purely in the theoretical realm. the concept had seemed
not only natural but divine. In New EnpIanH
i.
w England, however, church members lived with the
daily reminder that the majority of those around them were probably “unsaved.” Non¬
as

See Mather, 12:"But we do not believe that Ranticm«
it is to be Administred to them that are without the rhur k Tk *
Members of the Church, nor that
to them that are within the Church, as a seale to conf^l
“Thomas Hooker,A Survey ofthe SurumeoflT
Discipline(London, 1648), 37.
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members were second class citizens in every sense of the term, lacking both social status
and political rights. The sharp division extended even beyond the grave. Though church
leaders acknowledged that they could make mistakes in deciding whether to admit new
members, withholding church membership was essentially society’s way of signifying
that individual was most likely damned to hell.
The Puritans therefore unintentionally created an environment which fostered
rampant insincerity: Community members had a vested interest—both material and
spiritual

in professing beliefs which they did not actually hold. This alarmed members

of the clergy. They responded by redoubling their scrutiny of membership candidates,
which in turn made membership even scarcer and deepened class divisions. And still the
problem persisted. It is clearer than the day,” Shepard lamented,“that many who are
inwardly, or in respect of the inward Covenant, the Children of the Devil are outwardly,
or in respect of outward covenant, the Children of God.”^’
Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that the Puritans became puritanical. The
eponym is fitting in that church leaders became obsessed with outward conduct as the
only visible means of ascertaining spiritual development. In the absence of any form of
certainty of salvation, the Puritans resorted to their faith in God and trusted that if one’s
words and deeds were Christian, one’s soul most likely was as well. “So long as the rule
be attended, we leave everyone to the wisdome of Christ,”^« Shepard explained. While
this

pragmatic approach neatly solved many of the practical dilemmas of determining

who was among the elect, it left the deeper theological issues disturbingly unanswered.

Thomas Shepard, The Church-Membership of Children and Their Right to Baptisme(Cambridge, 1663),
1-2.
Shepard, Two Questions Judiciously Answered(Boston, 1697), H.
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As Perry Miller has pointed out,“At this
point, the real question was no longer were you
a believer, but could you pass for one among your neighbors?”"^^
As church standards became increasingly more rigid, the answer to that question
became increasingly “no.” Rather than risk the humiliation of failure. many individuals
stopped trying to join the church at all. English lawyer Thomas Lechford, who lived in
the colony for three years before finally abandoning it, was astounded that only a fourth
of its citizens were church members. Nor were the members of the non-member majority
content. “The people begin to complain, they are ruled like slaves, and in short time shall
have their children for the most part remain unbaptized: and so have little more privilege
than Heathens, unlesse the discipline be amended and moderated,' Lechford wrote.^^ In
all fairness, discontent was probably not as widespread as Lechford-an avid critic of
Puritanism-would have had his English readers believe. Yet the fact that he could make
such claims, even if they were exaggerated,shows that such discontent did exist within
Massachusetts society. The fact that many of those refused

membership in the new

churches had been counted amons the mn^t ■nirtnc
a i*
3 uie most pious of the Anglican Churches in England
did not help matters.^'
The clergy responded by blaming the people themselves, The system was God’s
idea, not the Puritans’. If believers chose not to

attempt to join a church, they had only

themselves to blame. And if they attempted and failed, in all likelihood they were not
really believers at all. Puritans should not be surprised that there were so few faithful
even among such a community of professing believers.

After all, straight was the gate.

Miller, 200.
A/eivfng/on(y{1642),151.
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and narrow the way, and Christ had taught that only a few would find it.

That is the

fault of the people, not of the rule, nor of the way,” Thomas Weld assured. “If the Saints
be thin sowen, who can helpe it?”^^
If the ecclesiastical leaders determined which individuals were fit for church
membership, the civil authority bore the responsibility of deciding which individuals
were unfit to live in Puritan society altogether. The primary puipose of the Puritan state
was to make the existence of the Puritan church possible. In their parallel missions, the
two
institutions dealt with the two extremes of society-the church with the exceptionally
righteous and the state with the exceptionally wicked. The collective social responsibility
to function as God’s chosen people touched church and state on two different levels. The
church’s responsibility was to keep itselfpuv^ as much as was humanly possible by
inducting into itself only God’s elect; the

government’s job was to keep society pure by

expelling those who flagrantly violated the laws of the colony, which were of course
modeled at least in part upon the Word of God Himself. The church’s role was positive;
the state’s was negative.
This policy introduced a third class into the Puritans’ mindset, though not into
their society: the outcasts. In 1630,the Court of Assistants decreed that no individual
could live within the borders of the colony without the

government’s express permission,

Over the course of the next few years, magistrates expelled a number of individuals for a
variety of reasons. Thomas Gray was exiled from New England for ‘dyvers things
against him” in 1630. In March 1631,
SIX individuals were deported to England for being
persons unmeete to inhabit here.” The following May the authorities ordered Thomas
52

See Matthew 7:14.
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Thomas Weld,An Answer to W.R. His Narration nf tht>
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Practices of the Churches Lately

Walford and his wife to leave the colony for “his contempt of authoritie & conffontinge
officers.” And in June,

an individual by the name of Ratcliffe was whipped, deafened,

and exiled “for uttering malicious & scandalous speeches against the government & the
church of Salem. .54
By far the most dangerous individuals to the new Puritan society were the
heretics, however. Perhaps the Puritans should not have been surprised that their
experiment in the wilderness attracted such individuals in droves; they were, after all,
dissenters themselves. The very fundamental concepts of Puritanism created an
environment which fostered dissent. First, the emphasis on the Bible as the ultimate
authority created a precedent of higher law and opened an opportunity for the critique of
authority figures. The strong belief in individual believers’ reading and interpreting the
Bible for themselves inevitably meant that differences in interpretation would arise.
however. Finally, the highly decentralized congregational system allowed heresies to
grow unnoticed by the central authorities until they had become major issues.
Church and state worked together seamlessly to neutralize such heresies, Their
cooperation was essential to preserve their mutual goal: the preservation of New
England’s favored status with God. When Anne Hutchinson testified to John Winthrop
that only the ministers were persecuting her, he informed her sternly, It is not their
cause, but the cause of the whole country.”^^ When Hutchinson’s unique brand of
antinomianism began spreading like wildfire throughout the churches, the General Court
acted swiftly to pass an act condemning it and authorizing the magistrates to take

See Miller, 214.
Wmthrop,Journal ofJohn Winthrop, I (Boston, 1649), 257

31

whatever measures necessary to silence it. Hutchinson and many of her followers were
promptly banished.
Yet again, the Puritans also had far

more practical reasons for expelling heretics,

The first, of course.
was that such individuals threatened the already all too fragile social
order in the infant colony. As has already been explored, a multiplicity of religious
beliefs, each one holding different opinions of the obedience due civil and ecclesiastical
authority, would surely have brought the colony to an early demise. But the Puritans were
also extremely worried that Englishmen back home would equate the mere toleration of
heretical individuals with acceptance of their views. Expelling them, on the other hand,
greatly strengthened the Puritans’ claims of distinction. There is a reason why a colony
notorious for concealing its actions from the Crown sent a full account of Anne
Hutchinson’s trial “into England to be published there” iimmediately following her
56

sentence.

In the midst of dealing with heretics, resolving the difficulties of church
selections, and keeping a suspicious eye on the English, therefore, the New England
Puritans found the construction of their City on a Hill to be considerably more difficult
than they had hoped it would be. The
^^ruggles of the early years of the colony would
prove formative in its future development. The seeds of dissatisfaction with Puritan rule,
ae prolifmta of rdigiou,
translating largely spiritual ideas to a practical

society would have a profound impact

upon New England.
Y« perhaps nothing p„p,„d
thought they had escaped. While the Puritans

were busy setting up their new society in

Withrop,Journal, I, 241.
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Massachusetts, the Crown had not been idle. In the decades that followed, the conflict
with England would be renewed with fresh vigor as the Church of England sought to
reclaim what it had lost.

33

CHAPTER III:
The Anglican Conspiracy
For decades, the City on a Hill in New England prospered relatively free from
interference from the outside world. With a kingdom to run and wars to fight, the king of
England could hardly be bothered with the

erratic actions of a rogue band of religious

fanatics halfway around the world. As the government’s focus shifted from the islands to
its expanding empire, however, the monarchy became increasingly perturbed by reports
of the disturbing actions of the New Englanders, prompting first investigations and then
actions to curtail the dissenters’
eccentricity.In the end,the Puritans’ “flight into the
wildOTcss" p,o,=d ,0 b= on],a tempos,solo,ion lo tei,dilemma. England followed
them across the ocean.

There seems to be little evidence of Anglican attempts at interference in New
England before the Restoration. Indeed, as has been shown, the New England Puritans
seemed more concerned with justifying their actions and policies to their Puritan brethren
in England than in continuing their pamphlet wars with the Anglicans. And the Anglicans
were for the most part willing to ignore the

rumors of the heresies being conducted within

●he far-away ooloo. This Is haidl, suiprismg, „ UHt civil aial ecdesiastlcd aalborilies
in England had their hands quite full dealing with Puritans within their borders . At the
urging of Archbishop of Canterbury William Laud, King Charles I Issued an order in
1633 extending the authority of the Bishop of London to the Anglican congregations at
Delph and Hamburg, a document which would later be cited as precedent for the bish op’s
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authority over the churches in all English colonies.” Initially, however, the New England
Puritans were largely free to set up their society free from unwelcome Anglican
intrusions.
This defacto policy of non-interference continued with the outbreak of the
English Civil War. While Oliver Cromwell’s government tolerated the Massachusetts
Puritans for different reasons than the monarchy had,the change of English leadership
had little impact upon daily life and practices within the colony. The war reinforced the
colonists already strong sense of independence; beginning in 1649,the General Court
declared Massachusetts Bay an independent commonwealth of England.58
The renewed troubles of the New England Puritans began with the restoration of
the Stuart monarchy to the English throne in 1660. Charles 0,eager to avoid the mistakes
which had cost his father his head,initiated a policy of systematic control over the
entirety of the empire. Immediately following Charles’s restoration, John Leverett,
Massachusetts’s agent in London,dispatched a letter to the General Court warning
lawmakers of the impending changes in the Crown’s policy toward its colonies.”
Much had changed within New England in the decades since its founding. The
first generation’s strong leaders, among them Richard Mather and John Cotton, had
passed away,leaving a keenly-felt power vacuum. Over time, the colony had also
unwillingly attracted to itself all manner of fellow dissenters, most prominently Quakers
and Baptists. As the colony expanded, its new generation of leaders found the
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enforcement of religious homogeneity increasingly difficult and enacted measures of
increasing severity.
The New England Puritans’ growing paranoia is perhaps best illustrated in the
case

of the Quakers. In 1656, for example,Puritan authorities seized two Quaker women

upon their arrival in the colony, burned their books,imprisoned them in solitary
confinement, accused them of witchcraft, and promptly exiled them to Barbados.
Immediately thereafter, the General Court passed legislation ordering a fine of one
hundred pounds for any ship captain who knowingly brought Quakers into the colony.
The order also mandated that the Quakers themselves should be imprisoned and severely
whipped and went on to make it a criminal offense
to import or conceal Quakers’ books or defend the opinions or writings of
the Quakers, and any one persisting in the latter offense was to be
banished. Anyone,even if not a Quaker, who should revile the persons of
magistrates, ot ministers ‘as was usual with the Quakers’ should be fined
five pounds. The law was not merely passed by the Assembly in the
ordinary fashion’ but was made known by proclamation in tbe streets of
Boston.
With the Puritans’ increased paranoia came a heightened sense of foreboding that
their actions would be received unfavorably by the Crown. Upon receipt of Leverett’s
letter, therefore, the General Court decided to act preemptively. The legislature
dispatched two separate addresses to Charles II and to Parliament, declaring emphatically
their renewed loyalty to the English government. In flowery language, the Puritans
compared the restored king to the biblical King David and defended their radical actions
against the Quakers as condemning “open capital blasphemers, open seducers from the
m6I

glorious Trinity.

The dual addresses significantly mark the first time since the

Doyle, 102.
Ibid., 115.
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foundation of the Massachusetts Bay Colony that its Puritan leaders found it necessary to
defend and justify their actions before the English government.
Yet even as the General Court assumed a posture of submission to the king, its
instructions

to Leverett revealed a different attitude entirely. Under no circumstances was

he to allow a royal decree mandating religious toleration for the Quakers in New
England. If the king or Parliament challenged the colony’s independence, Leverett was to
direct them to the original charter. Most importantly, Leverett was to insist that all
specific charges against the colony must be presented before the General Court itself. By
this measure, the Puritans hoped to use the inherent delay in transatlantic communication
to their advantage. As historian J.A. Doyle noted in 1887,“This device for interposing
delays was one of the chief weapons of the colonists in their coming disputes with the
«62

home government.

Charles II was far from impressed. In 1664, the king dispatched a royal
commission to investigate the situation in Massachusetts Bay. The comnussioners
returned with tales of outrageous violations of English law and custom in the colony. The
Puritan government was flagrantly violating English mercantile law and utterly
disregarding the Navigation Acts; it had restricted suffrage to church members and was
ruthlessly persecuting dissenters; it had even begun minting its own currency. In short,
the commission concluded, the Puritans in Massachusetts were acting as an independent
entity in blatant disobedience of the Crown’s authority. Outraged, Charles summoned
representatives from Massachusetts to New England to answer the commission’s charges.
The General Court at first stalled and then sent two nominal representatives-but not

Ibid., 116.
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without first depriving them of any significant authority to make decisions for the
63

colony.

In 1678, Charles II sent Edward Randolph to Massachusetts. Ostensibly,
Randolph was to serve as the king’s revenue collector in the colony. In actuality, his
purpose was to collect as much information as possible to aid the Crown in bringing
Massachusetts under its direct control. After two months in the colony, Randolph
returned to England with a report that confirmed the king’s worst fears. In addition to
verifying the reports of the 1664 commission, Randolph stated plainly that “the
»64

Massachusetts government would make the world believe they are a free state.

Moreover, Randolph reported that a great number of Massachusetts citizens resented the
tyrannical rule of the colony’s magistrates and wished to replace them with a government
more sympathetic to the Crown’s policies. Charles again summoned representatives from
the colony, and the General Court again sent two representatives with instructions not to
decide anything without first reporting back to the legislature.
Finally, the king had enough of the Puritans’ evasive tactics. In 1686, Charles II
revoked the charter of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and instituted the Dominion of
New England. The new colony, which united Massachusetts and its nearest neighbors,
would be administered by a royal governor who would answer to the king himself. The
Dominion s first governor. Sir Edmund Andros, arrived in Boston the same year. A
devout Anglican, Andros petitioned Bishop of London Henry Compton to appoint a
minister for an Anglican congregation in the New England city. Compton obliged by
appointing the Revered Robert Radcliffe, a fellow of Exeter College in Oxford
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University. Thus in 1686, less than six decades after the founding of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony, an Anglican congregation began holding services in the Boston Town
Meeting House. The Church of England had established a foothold in the heart of Puritan
New England.
The dramatic changes in New England’s relationship with England were mirrored
by parallel developments within the colony itself. Three decades after the founding of the
colony, the founding generation of church members was beginning to die out while the
younger generations failed to replace them. The seeds of dissatisfaction caused by the
system of church member selection resulted in the compromise Half-Way Covenant of
1662. Under the new covenant, children and grandchildren of full church members could
become “half’ church members. While these half members could not vote in church
matters, they could receive the Lord’s Supper and their children could be baptized.
Conceived as a measure to maintain the church’s influence on society, the covenant
polarized Puritan society. While its advocates championed the covenant as a necessary
measure that would lead to more full members of the church, many of the covenant’s
targeted individuals shunned it as a shortcut measure that threatened the purity of the
churches.
The tension within the colony was heightened further by deteriorating relations
with the Native Americans. When the Puritans initially set sail from England, they saw
one of their chief aims as the conversion of the various tribes inhabiting the land they
wished to possess. In the years following their arrival in Massachusetts, however, they
found the Native Americans to be significantly less than welcoming. The strain resulted
in the Pequot War from 1634-1638 in which the Puritans all but massacred the Pequot
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tribe in the village of Mystic. Conflict erupted again in King Phillip’s War from 16751676. The war devastated both the Indian and Puritan populations; by the end of the war.
more than half of the towns in New England had suffered damage from Native American
populations. As conflicts became more frequent and Puritan forces found defeating the
Indians increasingly difficult, many in Massachusetts began to question whether the City
on a Hill had lost its favored status altogether.
In a state of near-panic, the General Court called a synod in 1679 to address two
questions: What were the causes of the Puritans’ dilemmas, and what could be done
about them? The synod selected Increase Mather to record its findings. In the resulting
pamphlet. The Necessity ofReformation, Mather made an assertion for the first time that
would be repeated often over the next century. The Puritans’ problems were not the result
of outside forces, Mather argued. Instead, the problem rested within the Puritans
themselves:
The present Generation in New-England, as to the body of it, in respect to
the practice and power of Godliness, is far short of those whom God saw
meet to improve in laying the foundations of His Temple here...and
65
therefore the Lord is righteous in all the evil that hath befallen US.
Mather found abundant evidence for his contention in Massachusetts society. He
upbraided the Puritans for immodest dress, oath swearing, sleeping during church
services. Sabbath breaking, inordinate passions, intemperance, unlawful gambling,
idleness, promise breaking, and inordinate affection to the world,” to name but a few of
the sins he mentioned. Mather was particularly scathing in his criticism of “contention”
among the Puritans, which he blamed not only for their general difficulties but also
directly for the Indian Wars.“We have therefore cause to fear that the Wolves which God
Increase Mather, The Necessity of Reformation with the Expedients Thereunto Asserted(Boston: Printed
by John Foster, 1679), ii.
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in His holy Providence hath let loose upon us, have been sent to chastise His Sheep for
their dividings and strayings from one another,” he wrote.^^
One of the primary reasons for such contention was the proliferation of heretics
within the colony. Mather proclaimed that the Puritans had clearly been too lenient upon
dissenters and charged the entirety of Puritan society with suppressing them and their
teachings:
Quakers are false Worshippers: and such Anabaptists as have risen up
amongst us, in opposition to the Churches of the Lord Jesus, receiving into
their Society those as Administrators of holy Things, who have been (as
doth appear)
under Church Censures, do no better then set up an
Altar against the Lord’s Altar. Wherefore it must needs be provoking to
God, if these things be not duly and fully testified against, by every one in
their several Capacities respectively.^^
Fortunately, Mather reassured his readers, all was not lost. Divine favor could still
be regained through the repentance of such sins and the general reformation of
Massachusetts society. Leadership would be crucial to the process: “It would tend much
to promote the Interest of Reformation,” Mather admonished,“if all that are in place
«68

above others, do as to themselves and Families, become every way exemplary,

Aside

from a general call to greater individual morality, Mather had a number of practical
suggestions. Strict doctrinal orthodoxy must be upheld in all the churches. Measures such
69

as the Halfway Covenant must be reexamined to maintain the purity of the churches.

The General Court must pass and magistrates rigidly enforce “wholesome laws.” The
laws against heresy and schism in particular must be strengthened and enforced with

Ibid., 2.
Ibid., 3.
68
Ibid., 9.
69

See Ibid., 10: It is requisite that persons be not admitted unto Communion in the Lord's Supper
without making a personal and publick profession of their Faith and Repentance, either orally, or in some
other way,so as shall be to the justification of the Church."

41

greater severity. Harvard and the other learning institutions in the colony must be
inspected and encouraged to adhere to approved teachings.
What was needed, in short, was a wholesale renewal of the Puritans’ unique
covenant with God. Such a measure, Mather asserted, was the quickest and surest method
to bring about reformation and the restoration of divine favor. “Solemn and explicit
Renewal of Covenant is a Scripture Expedient for Reformation,” Mather wrote.“We
seldome read of any solemn Reformation but it was accomplished in this way, as the
»70

Scripture doth abundantly declare and testify.

Yet Mather s plea for reformation did not prevent the realization of his worst fear:
Anglican intrusion into the colony. In response to the establishment of the Anglican
congregation in Boston in 1686, Mather published A BriefDiscourse Concerning the
Unlawfulness of Common Prayer Worship. The work was essentially a rehashing of the
original Puritan arguments levied against the Anglican Church in England, but it sparked
a pamphlet war between the Puritan leaders and Anglican clergy in Massachusetts that
would span the next century. For although the Dominion of New England collapsed in
1689

the same year Mather s pamphlet was published—^the Anglican congregation in

Boston remained.
Two years later, the Puritan dream of religious uniformity heard its death knell
sounded. In

1691, after King William and Queen Mary gained control of the English

government in what because known as the Glorious Revolution, the monarchs granted
Massachusetts Bay a new charter. Though the charter restored much of the colony’s
independence, it also mandated that Massachusetts would have to abide by the new
Toleration Act, which extended official toleration to all trinitarian Protestants in the
Ibid., 12.
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empire. The Toleration Act affected the Puritan colony in two significant ways. First(and
most obviously), the act struck down all existing Puritan laws enforcing religious
uniformity within the colony. Baptists and Presbyterians could no longer be routinely
excluded or even expelled from Massachusetts.^’ Secondly, in officially recognizing the
legitimacy of the Puritan congregations as existing outside the Anglican Church, William
and Mary ironically killed one of the Puritans’ major tenets, non-separatism. The
Puritans’ dream of “purifying” the Church of England was no longer possible; they were
no longer “Puritans” but merely “Congregationalists,” one of any number of dissenting
variants of Protestantism within English society.
In 1701, the Church of England intensified its efforts in Massachusetts with the
formation of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (S.P.G.).
Ostensibly, the goal of the organization was to evangelize Native Americans and other
non-Christian groups in the English colonies. To the Mathers and other nowCongregational leaders, however, the S.P.G. represented nothing less than a religious
invasion. The question the Congregational leaders asked the Anglicans was quite simple.
If the S.P.G.’s focus was the conversion of unbelievers, why did it send so many
missionaries to overwhelmingly Christian New England?
Writing to German chaplain Anthony Boehme in 1716, Cotton Mather expressed
his displeasure with Anglican interference in the colony.“New England is the only
country in America which has much of real and vital religion flourishing in it,” Mather
wrote. Moreover, he asserted, the S.P.G. missionaries,“who are of little use but to

Significantly, this toleration did not extend to Quakers, whom the Church of England viewed as nontrinitarian and therefore outside the scope of the Toleration Act.
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propagate impiety, come to disturb well-ordered churches of God; 72 In the face of such
evidence, Mather could reach only one conclusion: the S.P.G. and its missionaries were
the product of a vast Anglican conspiracy to undermine the established Puritan order in
Massachusetts. The old, familiar foe, the Church of England, was attempting to destroy
them once again.
The Congregationalists’ complaints were not enough to curtail the S.P.G’s
steadily increasing influence in Massachusetts, however. The colony’s first two official
governors under the new charter, Joseph Dudley and Samuel Shute, were both devout
Anglicans and members of the Society. In 1701, there were only two Anglican clerics in
all of New England; over the next eighty years, the S.P.G. would send eighty-four
73

Anglican missionaries to the region.

Yet there is evidence that the Anglicans had little success in converting the
population of Massachusetts. During the first two decades of its existence, the S.P.G.
managed to establish only three new Anglican congregations in the colony. These were
composed primarily of individuals dissatisfied with paying taxes to support
Congregational ministers
taxes

members who were similarly unenthusiastic about paying

to support Anglican ministers. As a result,few Anglican congregations achieved

financial self-sufficiency despite the encouragement of the governor and the S.P.G.
Indeed, only the original King s Chapel congregation in Boston seems to have exerted
any real Anglican influence in Massachusetts during the colonial era.^"^ The Anglicans
enjoyed even less influence over secular affairs: between the establishment of the new
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charter in 1692 and the outbreak of revolution in 1775, Bostonians failed to elect a single
Anglican to the General Court7^
The Anglican ministers were further hindered by the lack of a bishop in the
American colonies. Members of the S.P.G. recognized this fact early in the organization’s
existence. In 1703, a committee of Society members composed “The Case of Suffragan
Bishops briefly proposed” and submitted it to Queen Anne, arguing passionately for the
establishment of a bishop in the colonies:
We cannot but take this opportunity further to represent to your Majesty,
with the greatest humility, the earnest and repeated desires, not only of the
missionaries, but of divers other considerable person that are in
communion with our excellent Church, to have a Bishop settled in your
American plantations.^^
The Anglicans cited numerous advantages to appointing a bishop for the colonies.
First and foremost, a bishop would unify the Anglican congregations in America and
make them more able to withstand the designs of their enemies,

m Furthermore, a

bishop could solve the disorganization rampant in the colonial Anglican congregations.
Without a bishop, the Anglican ministers in America functioned in practice more like
Congregational ministers than their counterparts in England. A single individual with the
authority of a bishop placed over all the ministers would be able to better enforce the
religious uniformity characteristic of a hierarchical church.
Most importantly, the missionaries argued, a bishop would have the authority to
confirm Anglican ministers. Without an American episcopacy, Anglican ministers had to
travel all the way to England to be confirmed. This presented two immediate dangers.

Bell, 33.
76

Society for the Propagation of the Gospel,"The Case of Suffragan Bishops briefly proposed"(1703),
quoted in Cross, 100.
Ibid.

45

First, the chance always existed that candidates waiting to be confirmed to the Anglican
ministry would succumb to the attacks of the Congregationalists and lapse “back again
into the herds of the Dissenters.»»78 Second, candidates often chose to remain in England
rather than make the long return voyage to the backwoods colonies. These two factors
worked together to create a scarcity of Anglican clergymen that stretched throughout the
colonies. As S.P.G. member John Talbot lamented the same year the missionaries’ plea
went forth. Several Counties, Islands, and Provinces...have hardly an orthodox minister
[amongst] them.

.79

The S.P.G. s requests for an American bishop did not go entirely unheeded. In
response to the Society s repeated pleas. Queen Anne began working with Bishop of
London Henry Compton to establish an American episcopate. The queen went so far as to
instruct Talbot to begin searching for a suitable Episcopal residence in New Jersey in
1707. With the sudden deaths of both Anne and Compton in 1713, the plan withered and
eventually died. The S.P.G. presented a final petition to George I on June 12,1715, but
the newly-crowned king never considered it. As a body, the S.P.G. never again attempted
to establish an American bishop.®*
If the S.P.G s efforts in Massachusetts disturbed the Congregationalists, the
possibility of an American bishop positively mortified them. They regarded the distance
between the Anglican clergy in America and the Anglican establishment in London as the
one distinct Congregationalist advantage. The establishment of an American episcopate
would be yet another and perhaps the final—step toward transforming New England to
Lambeth Palace Library, S.P.G. Papers, vol. XII:l80-3, John Talbot to the Secretary, Philadelphia, 1
September 1703, quoted in Bell, 29.
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the newly-crowned king never considered it. As a body, the S.P.G. never again attempted
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the same state as England before the Puritans’ flight into the wilderness. As they
perceived the Anglican threat loom ever larger, the language of the Congregationalists
became ever more grandly defensive. “Let all mankind know,” Cotton Mather wrote
scathingly.
that we came into the wilderness^ because we would worship God without
that Episcopacy, that common prayer, and those unwarrantable
ceremonies, with which the land ofourforefathers’ sepulchers have been
defiled; we came hither because we would have our posterity settled under
the pure and full dispensations of the gospel, defended by rulers that
should be ofourselves}^
The Anglicans were as baffled by such harsh criticism as they were by the
Congregationalists seeming ingratitude. By seventeenth century standards, the Puritans
had come a long way since their early days of fighting Bishop Whitgift in England. The
Crown now officially recognized and tolerated their existence; indeed, the
Congregational church remained the established church of every New England colony
with the exception of Rhode Island. What harm could there be in allowing the Anglican
Church to exist within Massachusetts? Did the Anglicans in Massachusetts not desire the
exact same thing the original Puritans had requested in England?
Such reasoning sounded hollow in the Congregationalists’ ears, however, for it
represented a fundamental misunderstanding of the Puritan dream. The Puritan founders
envisioned a homogenous religious community in which civil and ecclesiastical authority
worked in tandem to enforce God’s will on earth. Religious diversity and toleration were
so antithetical to that ideal that the early Puritans had routinely exiled those who did not
hold to the strictest standard of their beliefs. There simply was no room for theological
differences among God’s chosen people.
Cotton Mather, Magnolia Christ!Americana(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1855), 241-242.
Emphasis original.
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A strong Anglican presence in Massachusetts was thus not merely a threat to the
Puritan vision for society; it rendered the implementation of that vision practically
impossible. While a variety of changes had brought considerable religious diversity to
Boston (much to the Congregationalists’ dismay), the Puritans viewed the establishment
of the Anglican Church as the final blow to the Puritan vision—not by persecution, but
by making the religious landscape in Massachusetts just like that of England. Throughout
the first two decades of the eighteenth century, the Congregationalists watched their
dream of religious homogeneity in Massachusetts crumble. By 1722,the former Puritan
stronghold of Boston included at least one congregation each of Baptists, Quakers,
French Protestants, and Anglicans.
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The sense of the impending doom of their vision radicalized the Congregational
leaders. Whereas John Winthrop had advised caution in openly expressing views with
which the Crown and the Anglican Church disagreed, the later Mathers and their
successors became increasingly vocal and virulent in their attempts to deal with the
Anglican threat in their midst. Increase Mather’s response to Anglican George Keith’s
injunction commanding obedience to superiors is representative of the growing
Congregationalist sentiment: The Divine Law binds men to do nothing which is not for
edification...which whether the thing required be so, every man has liberty to examine by
the judgment of discretion.
Over the course of the next half a century, the debate between the Anglicans and
the Congregationalists in Massachusetts cycled through periods of relative calm and
See Bell, 34.
Increase Mather,Some Remarks on a Late Sermon,Preached at Boston in New England, by George Keith
{Boston, 1702). Keith was also a recently-converted Quaker who had sparred with Massachusetts
authorities throughout the 1660s and 1670s, a fact which no doubt further diminished his standing in
Mather s eyes.
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intervals of intense argument. In the 1720s, Boston layman John Checkley reignited the
fires of controversy by issuing a series of brash pamphlets which not only defended
Anglicanism but also attacked the Congregational system itself. Checkley’s challenge to
Congregational authority was followed by the announcement of the conversion of several
of Yale College s staff and graduates—including Rector Timothy Cutler—from
Congregationalism to Anglicanism. The Board of Trustees promptly dismissed the rector
and his followers, whereupon many of them travelled to England and were ordained as
85

Anglican ministers.

Though Yale was technically located in neighboring Connecticut, the capitulation
of the Yale ministers shook the Congregationalist establishment in Massachusetts to its
core. In 1725, Cotton Mather called a General Convention of the Ministers to formulate
an

official plan for the future of the Congregational church. The meeting never took

place, however, since the most prominent Anglican clergymen in the colony ●among
them the newly-ordained Timothy Cutler—^persuaded royal officials in London to order
86

the cancellation of the meeting.

Controversy flared again in the 1740s between Connecticut Congregational
minister Noah Hobart and Bishop Thomas Sherlock. Yet each new wave of the debate
merely rehashed the same arguments the original Anglicans and Puritans had raised at the
turn of the century, and those in turn were restatements of the arguments in England more
than a century earlier. The Anglicans repeatedly stressed the need for obedience and
religious uniformity, the Congregationalists continually pointed out the same flaws in the
Anglican liturgy, ceremonies, and ordination practices the Puritans had decried. Even the
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Great Awakening, which separated the Congregationalists into “Old Lights” and “New
Lights and profoundly restructured the internal relations of the denomination, did not
noticeably affect the unity of the Congregational clergy against the Church of England.
However the Congregationalists may have felt about each other, everyone stood in
agreement that the Anglicans were the enemy.
Yet even as the old arguments were reargued and rewritten ad mfintum^ the line
between religious and political controversy became increasingly blurred on both sides of
the conflict. The Crown’s motives for extending the reach of the Anglican Church in
America were of course not entirely religious. After all, the king of England was the
titular head of the Church of England, and good Anglican ministers upheld the orthodox
Anglican view that loyal Englishmen owed the divinely-appointed king nearly unlimited
submission. In any case, Anglican ministers certainly encouraged more loyalty to the
English government in their colonial parishioners than their Congregational counterparts,
who were by all accounts becoming increasingly hostile. Furthering Anglican religious
influence therefore became one method whereby the English government sought to
extend its political influence over its colonies.®^
Congregational ministers, on the other hand, began to view Anglican religious
interference as but an extension of a comprehensive policy of imperialism enacted by the
Crown. Just as he had done in England, the British king was attempting to impose
Anglican religion upon the Congregationalists. In the context of New England, however,
that imposition also constituted an attempt by the English government to deprive the
colonists of their political rights. The Congregationalists of New England thus faced the
same dilemma which their Puritan forefathers had faced in England a century earlier:
See J.C.D. Clark, The Language of Liberty(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 154-156.
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submission or revolution. The flight into the wilderness had only postponed the ultimate
solution of the divine dilemma. Unlike their forefathers, however,the Congregationalists
had no wilderness available for flight. No matter where they turned, the English would
follow them there—just as the English had followed them to New England. Now,backed
into the comer of Massachusetts to which they had originally fled for safe haven, the
minds of the Congregationalists slowly turned toward revolution.
The shift toward revolution was epitomized in the 1750s by Jonathan Mayhew.
Raised in the Puritan tradition of strict opposition to the Anglican Church, Mayhew clung
to the traditional Congregationalist arguments. He blasted the Anglicans for being
tainted with the brush of Popery” and admonished his fellow Congregationalists that
“we ought not to conform to, or symbolize with her (the Church of England), in any of
her corruptions or idolatrous usages; but to keep at a great distance from her, by strictly
adhering to the holy scriptures in doctrine, discipline, worship, and practise.
Mayhew also sharply criticized the S.P.G., which continued its conspiracy in
Massachusetts despite the overwhelming Christianity of its population:
The people of Massachusetts and Connecticut had at least as serious a
sense of religion, long before there was a single missionary among them,
as they have had since [....] If[the S.P.G. sends] missionaries into these
colonies, it cannot be so much to propagate Christianity, as to propagate
something distinct from it, viz., the peculiarities of the Church of
England.^^
Despite all the Congregationalists’ efforts, however, very little actually changed.
In pamphlet after pamphlet, the Congregational ministers attacked Anglican aggression.
Yet even though attempts to establish an American bishop had so far failed, Anglican
Jonathan Mayhew, Discourse on Rev. XV. 3d.
(Boston, 1755), 46.
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influence in the colony continued to grow. In response to this, Mayhew proposed a
radical solution. In his 1750 election sermon, Mayhew declared that
If it be our duty, for example, to obey our king merely for this reason, that
he rules for the public welfare [...], it follows, by a parity of reason, that
when he turns tyrant, and makes of his subjects his prey to devour and
destroy, instead of his charge to defend and cherish, we are bound to
throw off our allegiance to him, and to resist.^®
Two decades later, secular leaders such as John and Samuel Adams picked up the
concept of the Anglican conspiracy as merely one aspect of a vast scheme of British
imperialism. Not surprisingly. Congregational ministers quickly agreed. Over the course
of more than a century of controversy, the bitter debate between the Anglican and the
Puritans (and the later the Congregationalists) had established a firmly anti-British
sentiment among the population in Massachusetts. The debate had also provided ample
training for the Congregational clergy in waging a war of public opinion. In the years that
followed, the Congregationalist ministers would use these advantages to bring about an
ultimate solution to their divine dilenuna: revolution.
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CHAPTER IV:
Embracing Revolution
In the century between 1650 and 1750, the colony of Massachusetts Bay—
especially the area surrounding Boston—had transformed from a relatively homogenous
religious community which largely controlled its own affairs to a religiously diverse
society which perpetually struggled against outside interference. At the beginning of the
century, the Puritans passionately persecuted and exiled all who held views different
from their own; by its end, Anglicans, Baptists, Quakers, and Huguenots peacefully
resided within Boston itself. In 1649, the General Court declared the colony an
independent commonwealth in Oliver Cromwell’s government; by 1750, Massachusetts
had lost its original charter and the royal representative of George IE sat in the
governor s seat. The Puritans had even lost their uniqueness due to English interference.
No longer Puritans but rather “Congregationalists,” they became just another Protestant
sect outside the Anglican Church.^'
The Puritans did not passively allow these changes to take place, of course.
Strong Puritan voices arose to protest every step vigorously, operating under the old
Puritan belief that reasoned discourse would vindicate their practices and beliefs. By
1750, however, the Congregationalists had come to believe they were fighting a losing
battle. The Crown could not or would not see their side, and the Congregationalists found
themselves powerless to resist an unsympathetic monarch through peaceful means. The

Though notably the Congregationalist church did remain the established church in Massachusetts.
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Congregationalists were trapped by the same divine dilemma which had driven their
ancestors across the Atlantic Ocean.
Over the more than a century of controversy, however, Congregational ministers
had slowly and unconsciously prepared themselves for a more radical solution. New
ministers such as Jonathan Mayhew increasingly blurred the line between the religious
struggle of the Congregationalists against Anglican expansion and the political struggle
of the American colonists as a whole against British imperialism. In the mid-1700s,
therefore, under the influence of new political voices such as the Adams cousins, the
Congregationalists finally embraced the solution they had so firmly rejected in England:
revolution. In throwing their considerable influence behind the revolutionary cause, the
Congregationalists helped finally achieve their long-sought independence fi'om English
control.
Despite a century of religious and societal development, the Congregational
system continued to thrive at the beginning of the Revolution. If the clergy’s role in
eighteenth-century Massachusetts society was not as dominant as it had been when the
Mathers and the Winthrops had dominated the colony, ministers still enjoyed
considerable influence and prestige. Decades of developments had left the Puritan dream
fragile and cracked, but Massachusetts was still a profoundly Congregational society, and
the vast majority of parishioners still viewed their Congregational ministers as God’s
liaisons on earth. You must expect if you come to Danbury to be a good deal noticed
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and perhaps gazed at,” Ebenezer Baldwin warned his sister Bethiah in 1763,“for to be
„92

the Minister’s sister you know in a Country Town is a considerable thing.

Ministers social standing further contributed to such admiration. Congregational
clergymen frequently fraternized publicly with political leaders and even served with
them on the boards of missionary societies.^^ Furthermore, Congregational ministers were
easily among the most educated members of society; fully ninety percent of them were
college graduates between 1748 and 1800.^"^ Small-town parishioners, many of them
home-taught, looked up to men who had attended Harvard or Yale.
Far from being aloof, however, ministers were integral parts of the communities
to which they belonged. Small-town ministers—as most in Revolutionary Massachusetts
were

often supplemented their meager salaries by farming, linking them to the local

agrarian economy and ensuring that they shared in the fortunes of the majority of their
parishioners. Some ministers earned further income by tutoring a handful of local boys
for college or the ntinistry. On week days, parishioners came to them to settle local
disputes and provide guidance on matters as various as marriage proposals and crop
planting to medical concerns and legal matters.
But of course it was on Sunday that the minister exerted his tme influence, when
he literally ascended to his pulpit and held the undivided attention of the overwhelming
majority of the people in his parish for hours on end. He alone possessed this privilege.
His congregation listened with the respect due a well-educated community leader who
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possessed a special relationship with God, and his words and ideas influenced

)

parishioners thoughts more than those of any other single individual in the community.
(

44
44

The clergy of New England,” historian David Ramsay writes, were a numerous.

1

learned and respectable body, who had a great ascendancy over the minds of their
hearers..<.95
i

The topics of these weekly discourses varied widely. Sermons were dominantly—
though not exclusively—religious in nature. Frequent topics included the necessity for
repentance and Massachusetts’s special relationship with and responsibilities to God;

1

Jeremiah and Exodus were favorite books of the Bible. But ministers also took the
opportunity to address their congregations about other, less explicitly religious matters.
Parishioners would not be shocked to hear their minister weigh in on the latest political or

i

!1

ecclesiastical controversy, be it at the village or colony level.
The opinions offered by the liberally educated yet religiously conservative clergy
profoundly shaped their parishioners’ political beliefs. As the clergy corresponded with

I
J

their fellow ministers and kept abreast of current events, they often acted as liaisons

I

between their congregations and the outside world, allowing ideas to effectively penetrate
remote areas with few newspapers or books. As historian Winthrop Hudson observes.
44

Practical politics may have been learned at the town meeting but the undergirding
„96

political theory was picked up from the Sunday sermon.

I
I
I

Of course, the weekly Sabbath was not the only occasion for ministers to address
their congregations. In religion-saturated Massachusetts, every special occasion
necessitated at least a few remarks if not a full-fledged sermon from the local minister.
I
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On holidays and days of fasting and thanksgiving declared by the Assembly and local
churches, ministers preached sermons fitting to the occasion. The arrival of urgent news
might also provoke a discourse from the local minister. At such a point the news would
be delivered simultaneously with the minister’s opinion; the minister therefore molded
his listeners’ opinions of a particular event from their first hearing of it. In larger towns,
clergymen were also expected to give weekly lectures of a less religious nature in which
97

they further expounded their views on political and ecclesiastical subjects.
On one occasion each year, the lines between the religious and political in the
Congregational sermon were particularly blurred. Each spring on the general election
day, a Congregational minister was specially chosen to deliver a sermon before the newly
elected Assembly, the legislative body of the colony. While the specifics of these election
sermons varied widely, the sermons were united in their predominantly political nature.
Some were purely theoretical, discussing the origins and role of government in society;
others merged the Biblical with the political and extolled the virtues of the government of
ancient Israel. Still others were far more practical in their approach and freely offered
advice to the new Assembly about laws to be passed and policies to be abandoned.
Nearly all of them discussed the responsibilities of magistrates, solemnly charging their
listeners to fulfill their duties to God and their constituents.
Nor were the election sermons limited to the Assembly. The chosen minister
delivered the sermons in the presence of large audiences of clergy and ordinary citizens.
After delivery, the Assembly printed and delivered copies of the sermon to each region,
spreading the message to those who could not be present in Boston. From Massachusetts
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they passed to other colonies and in exceptional cases even jumped the Atlantic to
England itself.
While the Congregational ministers’ influence was broad and considerable, it is
important to remember that there were members of mid-eighteenth century Massachusetts
society who firmly resisted such influence. Adherents of other religious denominations—
Anglicans and Baptists in particular,joined by the newly emerging Unitarians—naturally
discounted Congregational ministers’ views entirely, and even professing
Congregationalists were affected to varying degrees, with rural parishioners generally
being the most impressionable.
Nevertheless, the Congregationalists remained strong in eighteenth-century
Massachusetts, Moreover, the role of the Congregational clergy was far from exclusively
religious. By the time of the Revolution, ministers had established a tradition of exerting
a strong political influence. Furthermore, the population had grown accustomed to being
molded by such influence. Indeed, public political thought had been greatly shaped by the
clergy, who had versed their congregations in a common political language and tradition.
That political tradition would dramatically shape events and ensure that the clergy played
a major role in the conflict to come.
The Congregational clergy’s response to the Revolution was swift and
unequivocal. If John Winthrop had been hesitant to criticize England in the early 1600s,
his descendants seemed determined to make up for his reluctance with vigor. The
outbreak of the Revolution unleashed more than a century of hostility. “God Almighty,
with all the powers of heaven, is on our side,” Samuel Sherwood declared in early 1776.
Great numbers of angels, no doubt, are encamping round our coast, for our defense and
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protection. Preaching from the Book of Revelation, Sherwood prophesied that the
antichristian tyranny ’ of Great Britain, that “whore of Babylon,” would be overthrown,
and that the resulting American victory would usher in a new golden age of peace and
godliness.

98

Sherwood’s views were typical of those of the overwhelming majority of the
Congregational clergy. They possessed a steadfast faith, bolstered by their centuries of
Puritan tradition, that God was on their side. In the context of the Revolution, the
ministers revived and reinterpreted the links between the past- ●both their own and that of
ancient Israel

and their revolutionary tribulations . Finally, they seamlessly and

interchangeably blended religious and political language to communicate their message
to their congregations.
In defending their colony’s right to revolt against Britain, the ministers turned
once more to the old passage from John Calvin’s Institutes which had guided their
ancestors. In writing “[Loyalty to a governor must not] seduce us from obedience to
[God], to whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject,” Calvin had opened a
wedge for conscientious disobedience. Centuries later, the Congregational ministers
blasted open that wedge to form a hole large enough for a revolution. The ministers need
merely prove that the Revolution was the natural outflow of religious disobedience. In
revolting against the king, the colonists were obeying God.
To reinforce their point, the Congregational ministers revived the old Puritan
comparisons with the ancient Israelites. Naturally, as controversy escalated toward open
warfare, the clergy cast the plight of the colonies in the light of the struggles of the
98
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Israelites during the Exodus. The Americans—and particularly New Englanders—^were
the Israelites, the covenant people, who wanted nothing more than their natural rights.
Britain was cast as Egypt and George III as the cruel Pharaoh, who sought to enslave the
Americans.“We are denied straw, and yet the full tale of bricks is required of us!”
Charles Chauncy lamented in 1766.^^ Using such imagery, ministers painted a grim
picture for their congregations: they were righteous but helpless victims fighting a just
battle against a wicked but powerful oppressor.
But all hope was not lost, the clergy assured their audience. As God had guided
the Israelites out of Egypt and through the wilderness, so too would He see New England
through its difficulties. The providential history of its people implied this: why would
God destroy what He had endeavored thus far to preserve? Indeed, the very fact that New
England was subject to trials proved its special relationship with God. So Samuel
Sherwood assured the people of New England in his 1776 pamphlet. The Church's Flight
into the Wilderness:
Yet we have, I think, good reason to believe,from the prophecies, so far as
we are able to understand them,and from the general plan of God’s
providence, so far as opened to view,in past and present dispensations of
it, that we shall not be wholly given up to desolation and min...It does not
appear probable, that a persecuting, oppressive and tyrannical power, will
ever be permitted to rear up its head and horns in it, notwithstanding its
present violent assaults and stmggles. Liberty has been planted here* and
the more it is attacked, the more it grows and flourishes.
Yet while the clergy constmed George III as a hardened, tyrannical Pharaoh

they

were careful not to lay the blame for the crisis solely at his feet. Americans may have
been the new Israelites, but they had followed in the footsteps of their predecessors i

in

unfaithfulness to their God. Just as Increase Mather had upbraided the colonists
Charles Chauncy, Discourse on the Good Newsfrom o Far Country, 1766, in Thornton 127
Sherwood,42.
' ’
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of his

day for their ungodly living, his successors threatened divine retribution if their
parishioners did not return to the ways of their Puritan forefathers. “Though the situation
of our public affairs is both distressing and alarming,” William Gordon preached in his
1774 election sermon, “it is by far better than we have deserved from the Sovereign of
the universe; it would have been much worse had we been dealt with according to our
mIOI

demerits.

Ministers were willing to admit that the people of Massachusetts were perhaps the
most moral in the world, but that did not stop the clergy from enumerating the vices of
their congregations. Massachusetts had become too much like England, the ministers
claimed. Its people had become given to intemperance and accustomed to luxury; they
were unclean and irreligious. Like Israel, New England had forsaken its first love. And
just like the ancient Hebrews, God had given New Englanders a tyrant as their Just
punishment.
The wickedness of the people of Massachusetts was made worse, the ministers
said, when one considered how far and how fast they had fallen. The example of the early
Puritans was always before them, providing them with clear models of godly character.
“Now,the ancestors of this people were eminently godly,” Gordon preached, and that
very godliness had driven them across the ocean to give their descendants a place to
worship God to the fullest extent. But not even a century and a half later, the current
generation had squandered that opportunity. Gordon lamented:
They that will divest themselves of prejudice, and judge impartially, will
be obliged, I apprehend, to acknowledge that this people do not answer to
the honorableness of their descent, any more than to the care that was
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taken by their predecessors for their being well educated in the practices
and principles of religion.

And just as Increase Mather had a century earlier, Gordon issued a call for
repentance. If the people of Massachusetts wanted to survive the present calamity, they
could do but one thing: confess their sins to God and repent of them, and humbly beg His
forgiveness. To that end, both the Assembly and the clergy called numerous days of
fasting and prayer. The practice caught on in other colonies as well; soon, the Continental
Congress was declaring continental “days of public humiliation, fasting and prayer” at
least once every two years, using language that closely mirrored that of the Massachusetts
103

clergy’s appeals.

Such measures, the clergy trusted, would restore the godliness of the

people and earn God’s favor for their cause once more.“We are warranted to expect that
at length, in the exercise of prudence, fortitude, and piety, we shall get well through our
104

difficulties,” Gordon reassured his parishioners.

The casting of political issues in religious language was a Puritan tradition. By the
time of the Revolution, however, the Congregational clergy had also begun defining
religious issues in political language. Christ was a “liberator”; Satan was a “tyrant”; and
105

Christ came to free humanity from the “tyranny” of sin.

Faithful Christians followed

Christ’s spiritually liberating example in the physical world: as Christ in heaven had
defeated spiritual tyranny, so His church on earth would defeat earthly tyranny. “Tyrants
are the ministers of Satan, ordained by him for the destmction of mankind,” Reverend
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sounded the call to which the rest of the colonies responded,” historian Catherine
Albanese writes, “the clergy seemed to have the loudest voices.”*
The Congregational clergy performed two primary functions in shaping the public
response to the Revolution. First, ministers provided their congregations with religious,
traditional, and intellectual justifications for a war of revolution. Second,the clergy
elevated participation in the Revolution from a merely justifiable cause to a religious
duty, sounding a call to arms throughout their parishes.
The clergy’s systematic preaching of its support for the Revolution had a
profound impact upon its congregations. A New England Loyalist fiilly recognized the
power of his patriot ministerial counterparts,“what effect must it have had upon the
audience to hear the same sentiment and principles which they had before read in a
newspaper delivered on Sundays from the sacred desk, with religious awe, and the most
solemn appeal to heaven,from lips which they had been taught from their cradles to
>)iii

believe could utter nothing but eternal tmths.

Popular newspapers were filled with language that mirrored and even intensified
that of the clergy. Even when they implied that British soldiers were agents of Satan,
Congregational ministers took care to control their language to maintain the moral high
ground. Newspapers showed no such restraint. The Boston Gazette was scathing in its
criticism of those who attempted to enforce the Stamp Act:
Let therefore all those apostate sons of venality, those wretched hirelings,
and execrable parricides, those first-bom sons of Hell, who for a little
filthy lucre have thus far as they were able, betrayed and murdered their
country, with the vile slander of their contagious breath and dire hissing of
110
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their forked tongues, conscious of their base perfidious lies, blush and be
confounded at the light of the sun, and tremble at the countenance of the
sons of honour and vertue.""
Nor were newspapers the only entities to pick up the clergy’s language. The
Continental Army infused every missive with heavy religious sentiments.“The American
republicans,” one Tory complained,“like the rebels of all ages, from ihthjustice,peaceloving, and mercy, pretend to have the especial favors of God, and none of the devil’s, on
their side, and for this reason we rarely see a proclamation from the rebel camp, without a
pious sentence to bring up the rear.

113

As the Revolution continued, the clergy interpreted each American success as yet
another sign of divine favor. The Lord of Hosts sent a fog to cover the Americans’ retreat
from Long Island. At skirmishes at Hog Island and Gloucester, He gave the Americans
substantial victories over the British with few casualties. Ministers capitalized on such
victories to reinforce their message.“Remember,soldiers, that God is with you!” Joab
Trout encouraged. “The eternal God fights for you! He rises on the battle-could; he
sweeps onward with the march, or the hurricane charge! God,the awful and the infinite,
>,114

fights for you, and will triumph!

Each victory also reinforced the clergy’s call to support the revolutionary cause. If
God was on the Americans’ side—which the patriots’ successes repeatedly proved He
was- failure to cooperate with His plans would expose the Americans to His
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displeasure.

The important day is now arrived that must determine whether we shall

remain free, or, alas! be brought into bondage, after having long enjoyed the sweets of
liberty, William Gordon admonished. “The event will probably be such as is our own
conduct.

116

Thus the ministers placed the outcome of the Revolution and the future of their
nation squarely upon their congregations’ shoulders. Support for the Revolution equaled
obedience to God and ensured the patriots’ success; indifference or opposition to the
cause equaled disobedience and doomed the Revolution to failure.
The Congregational clergy did not limit themselves to mere intellectual or
religious support of the cause, however. The Revolution was a war, and ministers did not
gloss over the bloodiness of battle or the horrors of combat. Indeed, churches often
served as vital recruitment agencies as ministers reminded the men of their congregations
»II7

that “Cursed be he that keepeth back his sword from blood.

Some ministers went the extra mile, setting an example for their congregations by
leaving them to serve in the military themselves. Upon hearing the news of the Battle of
Bunker Hill, one minister(from Virginia, not Massachusetts)finished his Sunday
sermon, rushed into his vestry room,changed into the uniform of a militia colonel, and
reappeared marching down the aisle of his church. The affect upon his congregation was
dramatic: “The congregation rose simultaneously to their (sic.) feet, and the men gathered
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a mass around their former pastor—scarcely one capable of bearing arms remaining

behind.

18

The political leaders of the Revolution recognized the influence of their
ecclesiastical counterparts. In 1774, the First Provincial Congress of Massachusetts
issued a letter to be read to all Congregational ministers in the colony, thanking them and
humbly asking for their continued support of the revolutionary cause:
In a day like this, when all the friends of civil and religious liberty are
exerting themselves to deliver this country from its present calamities, we
cannot but place great hopes in an order of men who have ever
distinguished themselves in their country’s cause; and do, therefore,
recommend to the ministers of the gospel in the several towns and other
places in the colony, that they assist us in avoiding that dreadful slavery
with which we are now threatened, by advising the people of their
congregations as they wish their prosperity, to abide by, and strictly
adhere to, the resolutions of the Continental Congress.
In the end, the Congregational clergy’s prophecies of a certain American victory
proved to be self-fulfilling. As ministers convinced their congregations that supporting
the Revolution by whatever means necessary was their Christian duty, public opinion
solidified behind the patriot cause. Such public support was a vital component in the
American victory. Perhaps even more importantly, the clergy’s mingling of religious and
political themes set a precedent for the relationship between church and state in post-war
Massachusetts society. As the Congregational clergy rejoiced in its newfound freedom
from English control, it would play a significant role in shaping the relationship between
church and state in Massachusetts following the Revolution.
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EPILOGUE:
Clinging to the Vision
In the days and weeks following the American Revolution, Congregationalists
rejoiced that they had at last thrown off the yoke of Anglican oppression once and for all.
For the first time in their history, Congregationalists were finally free—^both in principle
and in practice

to enact the Puritan vision of a godly society. Consequently,

Congregational ministers began formulating a comprehensive plan which would restore
the Congregational church to its rightful place in the newly-formed state of
Massachusetts.
This time, however, the Congregationalists found quite a different set of
opponents standing firmly in their way. The Massachusetts of the post-revolutionary
period was quite different from the virgin wilderness colonized by the early Puritans.
Gone were the days when Richard Mather could summarily bar a group of Presbyterians
from living in the colony; in the 1780s, religious diversity was a fact of everyday life,
especially within Boston. From such diversity, new enemies would arise trumpeting a
new

claim: religious freedom. While the Congregational clergy would exert its influence

to maintain a privileged status in the

new state for a period of time, it would never regain

the ascendancy enjoyed by the early Puritans and prescribed by their vision. The
Anglican oppressors may have been defeated, but it was too late to save the Puritan
dream.

68

Nevertheless, the Congregational clergy emerged in post-revolutionary
Massachusetts society stronger than ever. Recognized as a central component in the
victory of an overwhelmingly popular cause, ministers enjoyed more political influence
than they had since the Puritan founding of New England. It is not surprising, then, that
the citizens of the new state of Massachusetts chose many of those same ministers as
delegates to their various political conventions and assemblies. “The surprisingly large
number of pastors who were chosen to assist in committee work and in constitution
making is a striking testimony to the faith of the people in their knowledge and
sympathy, historian Alice Baldwin writes.

The Congregationalist ministers had led

the people victoriously through the war; now the clergy would lead them in the formation
of their new governments.
The Massachusetts clergy suffered from no lack of ideas concerning the design of
the new state government. The election sermons from the years during and immediately
following the Revolution overflowed with political philosophy, admonitions and
suggestions of how to best stmcture the new society. “It by no means becomes me to
assume the airs of a dictator, by delineating a model of government;” Phillips Payson
preached in his 1778 election sermon,“but I shall ask the candid attention of this
mI21

assembly to some things respecting a state.

He then proceeded to lecture the newly

elected council for hours on everything from education policy to the qualifications for
magistrates.
In setting forth their visions of the new nation, ministers relied on a broad variety
of sources. As has been stated, members of the clergy were among the most educated
120
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members of Massachusetts society, and many of them found new uses and applications
for the writers and ideas they had encountered during their education at Harvard. The
most common source, of course, was the Bible itself. Ministers

frequently referred to the

Biblical outline of government given to Moses in Exodus, but shied away from passages
concerning the Israelite monarchy and the period of the Judges.
Ministers did not limit themselves to the Bible, however. They made frequent use
of ancient writers: Thucydides, Tacitus, and Josephus were among their favorites. But
they also turned to more modem examples; John Locke and William Blackstone made
frequent appearances both explicitly and implicitly in the sermons leading to and
following the Revolution.'-^ Simeon Howard’s 1780 election sermon traced the roots of
civil government to the qualifications of magistrates in Massachusetts, smacking strongly
of Locke but quoting sources as widely varied as Niccolo Machiavelli.'^^
The Congregational clergy had received news of the American victory in the
Revolution with their customarily solenm celebration. As they had prophesied, God
»124

Almighty had come to the rescue of His “American Israel.

We cried unto Him in the

day of our distress,” George Duffield gloried in 1783.“He heard our entreaties, and hath
brought us force into a large place, and established our rights, and opened before us a
»125

glorious prospect.
No sooner had independence been achieved, however, than the clergy began
preparing for the next stage. The new nation would need considerable guidance during its
formative years, and the quest to achieve the ministers’ vision of a peaceful, orderly, and
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above all godly society had only just begun.“Though the morning of our poUtical
deliverance is come, David Tappan warned.
Yet a dark night in some respects still overspreads us, and a darker still
seems preparing to visit us; which threatens to eclipse, if not totally
extinguish, that dawning light, which has begun to cheer and bless this
western world... Which leads me to add, the common depravity of human
nature, in which we share with the rest of our species, casts a shade over
the present bright interval, and too strongly presages that it will not be
constant and lasting. Such is the depraved temper of our fallen world.*^^
Tappan crystallized the Congregational clergy’s biggest fear concerning the
period immediately following the Revolution: that the people, freed from their political
bondage, would trade their physical yoke for a spiritual one, and that the new nation
would degenerate into godlessness, chaos, and anarchy. The society the ministers hoped
for could only be achieved once the people had cast off the tyranny of sin as well as that
of Britain.
Such a feat could be accomplished by “returning to the old ways” of Puritan
virtue. In post-revolutionary society. Congregational ministers saw a second chance for
achieving the Puritan dream. If the curtain had fallen on the “City on a Hill” Puritan
vision, it had risen to reveal a scene even more glorious. Strongly echoing John
Winthrop, Phillips Payson told his congregation jubilantly that “The eyes of the whole
world are upon us.

127

Here at last was the chance to correct what had gone wrong with

the Puritan mission, with no meddlesome Crown to interfere this time.
Yale president and Connecticut minister Ezra Stiles was explicit in his vision for
the new society. In his 1783 election sermon, he outlined a plan for a nation that would
embody the political fulfillment of Christ’s kingdom on earth. “The words of Moses,
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hitherto accomplished but in part,” Stiles proclaimed,“will be literally fulfilled when this
branch of the posterity of Abraham shall be nationally collected, and become a very
distinguished and glorious people, under the great Messiah,the Prince of Peace;

m

Civil government played a crucial role in this vision of the new society. The
relationship between church and state envisioned by the post-Revolutionaiy clergy was
one of interdependence and mutual cooperation.“The foundations which support the
interests of Christianity,” Jedidiah Morse observed,“are also necessary to support a free
and equal government like our own.”'-’
While their motivations and means differed, religion and government in postRevolutionary Massachusetts were united in their aims: a peaceful and orderly society.
The methods whereby such a society could be established were the suppression of vice
and the promotion of virtue-traditional goals of both the church and the government in
the Puritan vision. Elizur Goodrich summed up the relationship succinctly in his 1787
election sermon:
The immediate ends of the magistracy and ministry are different, but not
opposite: They mutually assist each other, and ultimately center in the
same point. The one has for its object the promotion of religion and the
cause of CHRIST; the other immediately aims at the peace and order of
mankind m this world: Without which, there could be no fixed means of
religion; nor the church have a continuance on earth, but through the
interposition of a miraculous providence, constantly displayed for its
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As they had during the Revolution, ministers also reached into the example of
ancient Israel to find parallels of and justification for their views concerning the
partnership of church and state. The Israelites (Americans) had successfully overthrown
their cruel Egyptian taskmasters (Britain). Now the new government was Moses,leading
the Israelites into the Promised Land of freedom and representative government. But
Moses was powerless without his brother Aaron—fittingly for the clergy, the leader of
the priests. Psalm 77:20 illustrated their claims nicely: “Thou leddest thy people like a
flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron.”
The clergy saw its role in the partnership as society’s primary guarantor of virtue.
^Vithout ministers constant care for their parishioners’ souls, they said, society would
soon degenerate into debauchery and chaos. The magistrate could correct and punish an
individual s behavior only after a crime was committed; the individual’s soul before the
sin was the domain solely of the minister. “Having got beyond the restraints of a divine
authority,[the people] will not brook the control of laws enacted by mlers of their own
creating, Samuel Cooper warned. Ministers assured the civil magistrates that the only
true patriots were true Christians

and the only tme Christians were true
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Congregationalists.
In exchange for exhorting their congregations to follow the civil law.
Congregational ministers expected magistrates to do three things: exemplify godliness,
prosecute sinfulness, and maintain the establishment.

The first two requirements were

almost universally agreed upon throughout the states and were intended to provide the
church with a safe and peaceful place in society.
131
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The Massachusetts clergy envisioned a much more direct link between church and
state for their society, however: the continued support of the established church through
taxes. Ministers drew their justification for such support from Isaiah 49:23:“And kings
shall be thy nursing fathers. The clergy were undaunted by the fact that Massachusetts
no longer recognized a king; the “king was the legislature, now responsible for
“nursing” the church through a steady stream of tax dollars.
The Congregational clergy appointed to the Massachusetts constitutional
convention of 1778 held a number of distinct advantages in pressing their views of the
cooperation of church and state. First and foremost, the Congregational religious
establishment represented a powerful status quo, supported by more than a century of
tradition and practice. But the ministers themselves also provided an advantage through
their considerable public influence.
Still, there were those who opposed the Congregational clergy’s vision, arguing
for a stronger separation of church and state and the disestablishment of the
Congregational church. Opponents came primarily from one of two camps: religious
dissenters and proponents of the “natural religion.”
The Massachusetts clergy’s rejection of “natural religion” set them apart from the
intellectual elite with which they had allied during the Revolution. The political examples
most often referenced by the likes of Pennsylvania statesman Benjamin Franklin and
Virginia statesman Thomas Jefferson were ancient Greece and Rome; citizens of those
ancient republics were idealized as models of political virtue, embodying the “natural
virtues

of honesty, industry, benevolence, and frugality. Such virtues, Jefferson and
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those like him believed, would lead the new nation of America to the same glory as her
133

ancient predecessors.

The Congregational clergy shunned such ideals as hopelessly optimistic and even
anti-Biblical. Ministers decried their political opponents’ seeming obsession with Greece
and Rome. The clergy pointed out that while those societies had indeed been great, both
had eventually collapsed from within due to moral decay. They had remained “infants in
the development of virtue,” paling in comparison to God’s established Congregational
church in Massachusetts. If America was to achieve the lasting glory envisioned by the
134

clergy, only a moral order as strong as Congregational Christianity would suffice.

The other group to oppose the Congregational clergy was composed of the
various dissenting denominations, especially the Baptists led by Isaac Backus. The
dissenters largely shared the Congregationalists’ views on a number of subjects, but
chafed under the idea that their tax dollars should support a church to which they did not
belong. Backus, for example, had no quarrel with the general New England assumption
concerning the necessity for the diffusion of the Protestant religion in order to preserve
the safety and happiness of the state.
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Still, he upbraided the Congregational clergy as

hypocrites for suppressing religious freedom: “In all civil governments, some are
appointed to judge for others and have the power to compel others to submit to their
judgment, but our Lord has most plainly forbidden us either to assume or submit to any
such thing in religion.
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Backus and his fellow dissenters argued that in a free society, the public could be
trusted to support Christianity voluntarily- a view at which Congregational ministers
scoffed. Let the restraints of religion once be broken down, as they infallibly would be
by leaving the subject of public worship to the humors of the multitude,” Phillips Payson
warned, and we might well defy all human wisdom and power to support and preserve
order and government in the state.
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Dissenters were not the only ones arguing for disestablishment, however. More
alarmingly for the clergy, such views also came from within the Congregational church
itself. The Unitarians-

members of the Congregational clergy who had diverged

theologically with the traditional Congregationalists during the Great Awakening—also
championed religious freedom. The Congregationalist establishment was shaken to its
core when many of its key members, among them Charles Chauncy and Jonathan
Mayhew himself,joined the ranks of the Unitarians. The Unitarian split greatly
threatened the dominance of the Congregational establishment, both by decreasing its
138

numerical superiority and cracking the Congregationalists’ unified front.

Still, Payson and his contemporaries were dismissive of dissenters, both within
and outside the Congregational church. Visionary ideals of the separation of church and
state were very well for dreamy idealists. To ministers whose views were rooted in more
than a century of experience and tradition, however, such ideals were not compatible with
the real world. “Persons of a gloomy, ghostly, and mystic cast, absorbed in visionary
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scenes, Payson preached,“deserve but little notice in matters either of religion or
government.
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Yet even with all their influence and precedents, the Congregational clergy were
not entirely successful in imposing their views on the cooperation of church and state in
Massachusetts’s new constitution. The 1778 constitution contained language strongly
linking the Congregational church and the new government; the Assembly approved it
but the voters rejected it, crying for(among other things) more religious toleration. The
1780 constitution was less a compromise than an amalgamation of the various views,
with the Congregational view predominant.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the second and third articles of the
Declaration of Rights of the constitution. Article 2 contained an explicit statement of
freedom of conscience:
It is the right as well as the duty of all men in society, publicly and at
stated seasons, to worship the Supreme Being, the great Creator and
Preserver of the universe. And no subject shall be hurt, molested, or
restrained, in his person, liberty, or estate, for worshipping God in the
manner and season most agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience,
or for his religious profession and sentiments, provided he doth not disturb
the public peace or obstruct others in their religious worship.
It was in the very next article, however, that the Congregational clergy scored its
biggest victory. Article 3 embodied the clergy’s theory of political and religious
cooperation, proclaiming that the happiness of a people and the good order and
preservation of civil government essentially depend upon piety, religion, and morality.”
Furthermore, in order to establish these virtues, the article gave the legislature the
right to require towns to “make suitable provision, at their own expense, for the
139
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institution of public worship”- that is, churches-“and for the support and maintenance
of public Protestant teachers of piety”-that is, ministers -“in all cases where such
M 141

provision shall not be made voluntarily.

In other words, when the legislature

determined that sufficient provision for religion was lacking in any town,legislators
could require that town to establish and support a church with public funds as the
legislature saw fit.
In a way, Isaac Backus and the religious libertarians gained ground even in
Article 3. Government’s role in religion was now relegated to that of a watchdog of sorts:
if legislators sensed a town had no “tme” religion, they could take appropriate measures
to see the problem corrected. The shift was subtle in its language but dramatic in its
departure from the days when the Massachusetts government was imbued with not only
the right but also the responsibility to ensure that all citizens were orthodox Puritans.
Still, the champions of religious liberty chafed under the language of Article 3. It
still implied that there was a “true” religion in the eyes of the state, which necessarily
indicated that there were “false” ones as well. What was worse, the language of the
article placed the ability to decide what was true religion in the hands of town magistrates
who were still almost entirely Congregationalists—especially in more mral areas. Backus
and his allies needed little imagination to envision those
Congregationalist magistrates
using the provision to continue to support their Congregationalist minister friends.
In the years that followed the adoption of the 1780 constitution, dissenters found
their fears confirmed as several town governments declared dissenting congregations
unfit to teach “piety” and therefore ordered the establishment of a tax-supported
Congregationalist churches. Congregations of the relatively new Universalist
141
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denomination had an especially difficult time achieving toleration. Universalists taught
that everyone will go to heaven regardless of their conduct on earth; to the
Congregational mind, such a church could not possibly encourage piety within
parishioners.
Yet the Congregationalists had not exactly achieved what they had hoped, either.
Article 3—especially when taken together with Article 2—was a hardly the wholesale
endorsement of the Congregationalist church its ministers had been hoping to gain.
Instead, Article 3 provided them with a slightly preferred status among Massachusetts
churches through the continued revenue of tax dollars. Article 2,on the other hand,
explicitly declared religious toleration and freedom to be desirable virtues for the new
state

-essentially crippling the Puritan vision for a religiously homogenous society.
The Massachusetts Constitution of 1780,therefore, was essentially a stalemate in

which neither side got exactly what it wanted. For all practical purposes, the
Congregationalist church remained the established church of Massachusetts. But the
Puritan dream of religious homogeneity was rendered impossible by the explicit inclusion
of religious toleration in the new constitution. Slightly more than half a century later, the
Congregationalists would at last succumb both to external pressure and internal division
and lost its status as the established church of Massachusetts. The Puritan dream
envisioned more than two centuries earlier would finally die.
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CONCLUSION:
The City on a Hill
The Massachusetts of 1780 was a radically different world than the virgin
wilderness the Puritans had found in 1630. In the place of dense forests, teeming
commercial centers now stood. Far from a meager handful of religious idealists, the
population had swelled to include thousands of individuals from every walk of life. Freed
from British control, the representative government was poised to take its place in the
new United States of America. Most importantly to the Congregationalists, the religious
landscape

especially that of Boston—was now dotted with at least one congregation

from every major Protestant faith.
Yet for all the changes they had witnessed, the Puritans and later the
Congregationalists had shown remarkable historical continuity. Though the precise
circumstances changed frequently throughout the centuries, it is possible to trace several
unbroken lines from 1630 all the way through to 1780. Those lines revolve around a
central theme: the Puritans relationship with the English Crown and, more specifically,
the Anglican Church.
Throughout the development of Massachusetts Bay, the Puritans’ opposition to
the institutions and practices of the Anglican Church remained constant. Whatever
changes New England society may have undergone internally, the Anglicans were always
the enemy. Even the Puritans specific objections to the Anglican Church changed only
slightly. Though the names of the individual champions changed over time, each side
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repeated essentially the same arguments in essentially the same manner in a single
pamphlet war that spanned the entire period. Thus we find Jonathan Mayhew decrying
the same Anglican practices in the 1750s that Thomas Wilcox and John Field had
denounced in 1574.
Furthermore, the Puritans’ vision of their mission in New England remained
unaltered. The goal of proving Congregationalism’s worth as a state religion through the
construction of a religiously homogenous society based upon its principles continued to
be championed by leaders and ministers throughout the life of the colony. One finds
references to Massachusetts as the “City on a Hill” and the “New Israel in the works of
both Richard Mather and William Gordon even though the two were separated by nearly
a century.
Finally, the opposition to Anglicanism and the emphasis on the Puritan mission
combined to create a strong tradition of hostility toward Anglican interference in New
England. John Wmthrop took measures to prevent such intrusion in the 1630s; Cotton
and

Increase Mather sought to curtail it during the difficult period at the turn of the

century; and the revolutionary Congregational clergy openly decried it from the pulpit
beginning in the mid-eighteenth century.
This historical continuity admits

one glaring inconsistency, of course: the

Congregationalists’ acceptance of revolution. Indeed, an essential component of the
Puritans’ dilemma was their stubborn refusal to rebel against the king throughout the
1600s and early 1700s; by 1776, however. Congregational ministers were ready to preach
revolution against the British Crown with all the force of a divine commandment. What
precipitated such a seemingly dramatic change of opinion?
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Much of this shift may be attributed to external political developments. The
period between the founding of Massachusetts Bay in 1630 and the outbreak of the
American Revolution in 1776 included a landslide of political events that would form the
foundation of modem political theory. The English Civil War cost King Charles I his
head in 1649. The Glorious Revolution produced the English Bill of Rights in 1689, and
John Locke published his Two Treatises of Government the same year. Moreover, the
Enlightenment progressed throughout the period. The well-educated New England
Puritans were fully aware of such events. As a result, the New Englanders increasingly
viewed their conflict with the Crown as a political struggle just as much as a religious
one. The similar battles of the Puritans’ fellow colonists also contributed to political
developments in Massachusetts; as the colonists’ general attitude toward England turned
sour, Massachusetts was caught up in the sea of bitterness surging from North America
toward the Crown.
Yet a great deal of the development of the Puritans’ response was also internal
and religious. The very repetitiveness of the Puritans’ arguments provides evidence for
this. As Puritan ministers repeated the same arguments to perpetually unsympathetic
monarchs and bishops over the course of centuries, the Puritans became increasingly
fmstrated. While their assertions of Puritan righteousness and denunciations of Anglican
heresies remained consistent in substance, the tone of their arguments escalated each time
the Crown peremptorily dismissed their views. The Puritans grew desperate as the
government denied them every possible avenue to solve their dilemma,
The

years between the founding of Massachusetts Bay and the revocation of the

colony’s charter provide a notable exception to this rule. The flight to New England
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served as a release valve for the Puritans’ tension with the Anglicans. As the New
England Puritans busied themselves with setting up their City on a Hill, their criticisms of
the Anglican Church trickled to a halt. Puritan leaders in New England were far more
concerned with establishing their own church polity than with criticizing England’s
church polity. The dilemma had for a time subsided.
The ceasefire proved to be only temporary, however. For the New England
Puritans (and later the Congregationalists), Anglican interference in Massachusetts
proved to be the final straw. From the first Anglican congregation in Boston to the
S.P.G.’s founding to the debate over the American episcopate, the British backed the
Congregationalists step by step into a comer from which they had no escape. The Crown
evoked the Puritans fight or flight response; this time, however, the Puritans had
nowhere to flee. They could run from their dilemma no longer.
The Congregationalists attitude toward American Revolution was therefore the
result of more than a century of the development of their answer to their Puritan
ancestors’ fundamental question of persecution versus rebellion. True, outside events and
processes influenced that attitude. But the Congregationalists’ development also shaped
outside events and processes. Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in the
Congregational clergy’s decisive role in the American Revolution. In short, the New
England Puritans influenced others at least as much as others influenced them.
Finally, one must remember that the Puritans’ mission in New England failed: the
New England Puritans did not succeed in purifying the Anglican Church, nor did they
even manage to set up a lasting City on a Hill in New England. Puritanism carried with it
the seeds of its own destruction through mutually opposing forces. Puritan leaders’
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emphasis upon the individual’s relationship with God clashed with the attempt to enforce
a quasi-official orthodoxy; the belief in a divinely-favored status seemed naive amid the
harsh realities of life in the wilderness; authorities decried persecution of their beliefs in
England even as they ruthlessly persecuted heretics within their own borders. Above all,
the dream of a society built upon universally “clear” biblical principles crumbled when
no one could agree upon what those principles actually were. It should not be surprising,
therefore, that dissenters began to proliferate in the colony almost from the moment of its
inception. Nor should one be surprised that by the end of the American Revolution,the
very forces inherent in Puritanism had fostered

an environment in which the practical

implementation of the Puritan dream had become impossible
Ironically, though the New England Puritans’

mission failed, they contributed to

something even grander than they could have first conceived. Though the early Puritans
adamantly clung to the doctrine of obedience, they were among the first to challenge the
absolute authority of the monarch. It is difficult—though importantly not
inconceivable—to

imagine Thomas Wilcox envisioning the radical words of Jonathan

Mayhew more than a century later. The difference between Wilcox’s argument in 1574
and Mayhew’s in 1750 was one of degree, not of substance; in both, a subject of the
Crown dared to criticize and even attempt to limit

the authority of the king. By depriving

the government of absolute religious authority, the Puritans took
the road toward limited government. In the Revolution,

a significant step down

the Congregationalists finally

embraced the inevitable consequences of their ancestors’

decision; if the king does reign

absolutely in religious matters, neither does he reign absolutely in political matters.
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Perhaps even more ironic than the Puritans’ role in the development limited
government is their contribution to religious toleration. By demanding toleration for
themselves, the Puritans actually contributed significantly to the achievement of
toleration for everyone

or at least Protestant Christians

■in the British Empire. The

Puritans were quite simply the largest thorn in the Crown’s side. In the end, the English
government chose to deal with them by granting them the one thing they least expected:
toleration. In practice, the British policy of toleration also forced the Puritans themselves
to stop persecuting Congregationalism’s dissenters- ■most notably Anglicans.
The two doctrines of limited government and religious toleration would become
cornerstones of the American Republic. In 1974, more than three hundred years after
John Winthrop penned his fateful words, U.S. President Ronald Reagan quoted the
Puritan founder of Massachusetts Bay. “’We will be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all
people are upon us,’” Reagan said. “We are indeed, and we are today, the last best hope
of man on earth.”
The modem United States of America is no doubt nothing like what John
Winthrop envisioned when he first surveyed the rocky coastline of North America from
the

deck of the Arabella in 1630. Yet through the influence of Winthrop and those who

believed as he did, it has indeed become a City on a Hill. Where untamed wilderness
once grew, a nation dedicated to the principles of limited government and religious
toleration has arisen-largely through the efforts of a band of rogue idealists known as
the Puritans.
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